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ABSTRACT 
A STUDENT PERSPECTIVE ON PROGRAMS SERVING STUDENTS WITH 
EMOTIONAL OR BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS 
MAY 2008 
RONALD STAHLEY, B.A., BRIDGEWATER STATE COLLEGE 
M.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS BOSTON 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Dr. Jeffrey Eiseman 
Individuals with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) characteristically have 
experienced the least favorable outcomes of any group of individuals with disabilities. 
Learning disabilities frequently co-exist with E/BD and result in problems mastering 
academic content (Coleman & Vaughn, 2000). As a result of their academic difficulties, 
many students with E/BD do not finish high school. In fact, research shows that more than 
50 percent of students with E/BD drop out (Chesapeake Institute, 1994, Rylance, 1997; 
U.S. Department of Education, 1998). 
This dissertation presents a student perspective on how well current practice allows 
for successful transitions for students with emotional or behavioral disorders from high 
school programs to post-high school educational and career opportunities. This study 
obtained the student point of view of program activities that they consider most important 
to high school completion and post-high school educational and employment opportunities. 
A phenomenological approach is used to investigate the research question related to 
program features leading to positive outcomes for students with emotional or behavioral 
disorders. The major source of data is semi-structured interviews of former students of 
v 
E/BD programs. Phenomenological, qualitative research methods were used to examine 
student perceptions of E/BD program effectiveness with a focus on current services and 
program activities. 
The study found that those participants who graduated from a program and 
successfully entered college or the workforce have a strong sense of the intrinsic value of 
academics, strong pro-social skills and have been exposed to relevant career development 
programs. 
. ' II 
The findings identify program features that affect the quality of services and activities 
as perceived by the former students themselves. The use of an individual-interview process 
that focuses on the perceptions of students assumes that in order to be effective, 
interventions must respond to the perceived needs of the students. Programs that fail to 
foster such satisfaction may be inadequate, given the field’s expressed ambition that 
students have access to an appropriate program tailored to their unique needs. The results 
have both practice and policy implications for program design that will result in improved 
outcomes for students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
vi 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND PERSPECTIVE 
Recent census data show that special education programs should be expanded in 
the areas of service learning, career development, and transition planning. Unemployment 
rates for working-age adults with disabilities have hovered at the 70 percent level for at 
least the past 12 years (U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Income and Program Participation, 
1997). The President’s Commission in its report, A New Era: Revitalizing Special 
Education for Children and Their Families (2000), found that transition planning to the 
workforce or to college for children with disabilities is not occurring at a satisfactory level 
to demonstrate successful post-school outcomes. 
The commission urged that the students’ long range transition goals be tied to the 
development of the annual individual education plan (IEP) goals, objectives and activities. 
Improved supports and skill development are needed throughout the school lives of the 
students. These needs are intensified during transition. The skills needed include 
self-determination, self-advocacy, social skills, organizational skills, community and peer 
connection, communication, conflict-resolution, career skill building and career 
development, and computer/technological competence. 
Students with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) often face a range of 
compounding characteristics and problems that may include poor socioeconomic status, 
limited education, single-parent households, dysfunctional family relationships, incest, 
sexual abuse, teen pregnancy, violence in the home, and unemployment (Commission on 
Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, 1993). Their support needs are dramatic, 
and, if not addressed, may result in behaviors that lead to dropping out or expulsion from 
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school, termination from work, and, in many cases, incarceration (Marder & D'Amico, 
1992). Wagner (1993) notes that youths with emotional disorders have the highest arrest 
rate 3 to 5 years out of school and the highest dropout rate of all other disability groups. To 
address these behaviors and facilitate vocational success, youth empowerment, 
community-based services, and individualized help are necessary. Most importantly, the 
process must give clear direction to support providers as to the unique needs of students 
with emotional disorders and allow these young people to be in charge of their lives and 
futures. 
At the local level, the taxpayers’ focus on special education has been intensified in 
the past ten years due to spiraling increases in costs and demands for services. For the 
period of FY95 to FYOO the cost of special education in the State of Vermont have 
increased by more than 50 percent (from $81 Million to $126 Million) (State of Vermont, 
Special Education, Annual Report 2000). The State’s share of special education has 
stabilized at approximately 55 percent, while the federal government’s share of 
approximately 12 percent nationally. 
This study identifies key features and issues relating to students with E/BD 
completing high school. It provides the basis for suggesting programs that effectively 
improve outcomes for students with emotional or behavioral disorders. The study 
describes the population to be studied and current programming for special student 
populations, while analyzing and synthesizing research results related to educational 
program outcomes. The study is phenomenological. “Phenomenology is the study of the 
participants’ lived experiences and worldview. Interviewing elicits people’s stories 
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about their lives” (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 190). As Van Manen (1990, cited in 
Rossman and Rallies, 2003, p. 190) notes, the phenomenologic interview serves two 
primary purposes: 
(1) it may be used as a means for exploring and gathering experiential narrative 
material that may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper 
understanding of a human phenomenon, and 
(2) the interview may be used as a vehicle to develop a conversational relation with 
a partner (interviewee) about the meaning of an experience. 
The study describes the experiences of former students from three E/BD Programs 
in Vermont. I have used individual interviews with former high school students with 
emotional or behavioral disorders to identify factors that may affect high school 
completion and post-school educational and employment opportunities. 
A Description of Students with Emotional or 
Behavioral Disorders (E/BD) 
State and federal law provide a diagnostic description of the population to be 
studied. Emotional Disturbance is defined as follows (Vermont Statutes Annotated 33 
section 4301, 2003 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 1997): 
“Emotional Disturbance” means a condition, including schizophrenia, exhibiting 
one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and to be a marked 
degree (subdivision 1): 
(i) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory or health 
factors. 
(ii) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 
peers and teachers. 
(iii) Inappropriate types of behaviors or feelings under normal circumstances. 
(iv) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression. 
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(v) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 
school problems. 
However, a student who is socially maladjusted shall not be considered to be 
emotionally disturbed unless he or she also meets the definition of emotional disturbance, 
as set forth in subdivision (1). A social maladjustment is a persistent pattern of violating 
societal norms, such as multiple acts of truancy, or substance or sex abuse, and is marked 
by struggle with authority, low frustration threshold, impulsivity, or manipulative 
behaviors. 
Inappropriate behaviors are displayed in selected settings or situations (e.g., only at 
home, in school or in selected classes), while other behavior is appropriately controlled; 
and/or problem behaviors are frequently the result of encouragement by a peer group, are 
intentional, and the student understands the consequences of such behaviors. Students 
exhibiting these behaviors would not meet the definition of having an emotional 
disturbance. 
The federal definition of emotional disturbance requires that the student exhibit a 
pattern of significant social adjustment and achievement problems over an extended period 
of time. Theoretically, the label is an early warning that a student is at risk of failing to 
complete high school. This warning should trigger specific individualized interventions 
that target the student’s unique problems, with special attention to keeping the student in 
school. 
Mental Emotional and Behavioral Disorders in Children and Adolescents 
I believe it is important to provide a more comprehensive description of students 
with E/BD from an administrative and programmatic view based on related problems and 
student needs. Drawing upon Vermont Special Education regulations, this section provides 
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a more detailed description and better understanding of children and adolescents with 
mental, emotional, and behavior disorders. 
Young people can have mental, emotional, and behavioral problems that are real, 
painful, and costly. These problems, often called “disorders,” are a source of stress for the 
child as well as the family, school, and community. The U.S. Surgeon General has 
estimated that as many as 1 in 5 children or adolescents may have a mental health problem 
at any time. At least 1 in 20 (as many as 3 million young people nationwide) may have 
mental health problems that severely disrupt his or her ability to function. Many children 
experience temporary challenges; others experience prolonged or severe difficulties. 
Fortunately, treatment is available and can make a significant difference. 
To help people define and treat these problems, clinical professionals have grouped 
them under several broad headings called “disorders.” Some disorders are more common 
than others, conditions can range from mild to severe, and a child may experience more 
than one. The following is an overview of common disorders associated with students with 
E/BD. 
Anxiety disorders are among the most common of childhood disorders. They affect 
an estimated 8 to 10 of every 100 children and adolescents. These young people experience 
excessive fear, worry, or uneasiness that interferes with their daily lives. 
Anxiety disorders include: 
• Phobia: An unrealistic and overwhelming fear of some object or situation. 
• Generalized anxiety disorder: A pattern of excessive, unrealistic worry not due to 
any recent experience. 
• Panic disorder: Terrifying attacks of panic that include physical symptoms such as 
rapid heartbeat and dizziness. 
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• Obsessive-compulsive disorder: Being trapped in a pattern of repeated thoughts 
and behaviors such as counting or hand washing. 
• Post-traumatic stress disorder: A pattern of flashbacks and other symptoms that 
occur in youth who have experienced a psychologically distressing event such as a 
physical or sexual abuse, being a victim or witness of violence, or exposure to some 
other traumatic event 
Major depression is recognized more and more in young people. People used to 
believe that major depression did not occur in children, but studies have now shown that up 
to 6 out of every 100 children may have depression. This disorder is marked by changes in: 
i 
• Emotion: the child often feels sad, cries, looks tearful, feels worthless. 
• Motivation: schoolwork may decline, the child may show no interest in play or 
activities that s/he used to enjoy. 
Iwj 
• Physical well-being: there may be changes in appetite or sleep patterns, complaints 
about loss of energy. 
• Thoughts: the child may believe that s/he is ugly or unable to do anything right or 
that the world or life is hopeless. 
Bipolar disorders (manic-depressive illness) in children and adolescents is marked 
by exaggerated mood swings between extreme lows (depression) and highs (excited or 
manic phases). Periods of moderate mood occur in between. During a manic phase, the 
child may talk non-stop, need very little sleep, and show unusually poor judgement. 
Bipolar mood swings can recur throughout life. Adults with bipolar disorder, as common 
as 1 in 100 adults, often experienced their first symptoms during their teenage years. 
Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder occurs in up to 5 of every 100 children. A 
young person with this disorder is unable to focus attention and is often impulsive and 
easily distracted. Most children with this disorder have great difficulty remaining still, 
taking turns, and keeping quiet. Symptoms must be evident in at least two settings (for 





Learning disorders affect the ability of children and adolescents to receive or 
express information. These problems can show up as difficulties with spoken and written 
language, coordination, attention, or self-control. Such difficulties can make it harder for a 
child to learn to read, write, or do math. Approximately 5 of every 100 children in public 
schools are identified as having a learning disorder. 
Conduct disorder shows itself in children and adolescents acting out their feelings 
or impulses toward others in destructive ways. Young people may repeatedly violate the 
basic rights of others and the rules of society. Examples may include lying, theft, 
aggression, truancy, fire setting, and vandalism. 
Because the consequences of these disorders can be serious, getting help as soon as 
possible is important. Treatment can make a positive difference for a child, the family, and 
the community. 
Research cited in the Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 2003 by 
Alexandra L. Trout et al., focused on the academic status of children with emotional and 
behavioral disorders: a review of the literature from 1961 to 2000. This study helps to more 
fully understand the population to be studied. This review conducted a comprehensive 
examination of the current state of the literature on the academic status of students with 
emotional or behavioral disorders. First, the authors examined the literature to assess (a) 
student characteristics, (b) placement settings, (c) academic subject areas, and (d) measures 
used to assess academic achievement. Second, when possible, the functioning level of 
students was examined. Third, trends in the research over the past 4 decades were assessed. 
Although several investigators have researched the academic status of these 
students, significant limitations exist in the research, including incomplete reporting of 
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student information, inadequate research on specific academic skill sets, and limited 
numbers of studies assessing students served in general education settings. Next, I will 
discuss the implications of the findings. 
For decades, researchers have demonstrated that a relationship exists between low 
academic achievement and problem behavior (Hinshaw, 1992). Although many 
researchers have tried to determine the causal relationship between the two, the precursor 
has yet to be determined. However, it has been shown that problem behavior has a negative 
influence on academic achievement and that underachievement produces consequences 
that foster inappropriate behavior (Bower, 1995). Regardless of whether problem behavior 
causes poor academic performance or vice versa, strong evidence suggests that academic 
underachievement and problem behavior engage in a reciprocal relationship that has a 
short- and long-term impact on students' future outcomes. 
One of the criteria for identifying a student as having an emotional or behavioral 
disorder is whether he or she has an inability to learn that cannot be explained by other 
factors (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 1997). A deficit in basic 
reading, writing, and arithmetic skills, as well as skills related to other content subjects, 
significantly impairs an individual's ability to function educationally, socially, and 
emotionally across a variety of domains. 
Despite a long history of research demonstrating that students with E/BD perform 
poorly in academics (Coutinho, 1986; Cullinan, Epstein, & Lloyd, 1991; Kauffman, 
Cullinan, & Epstein, 1987; Scruggs & Mastriopieri, 1986; Sullivan, 1927), several 
questions remain about the specific student characteristics, academic deficits, and 
assessment measures studied within this population. For example, previous research on 
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students with E/BD has primarily focused on young boys within a single geographic 
location (Epstein & Cullinan, 1983). However, several large epidemiological studies have 
estimated that approximately 25 percent of children with E/BD are girls (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 1999). Understanding the difference between genders is 
significant when we consider that girls typically record higher rates of internalizing 
behaviors, such as depression and anxiety disorder (Kataoka, Zima, & Dupre, 2001), which 
may cause them to perform academically in a manner different from that of their male 
counterparts. Similarly, the research on students without disabilities indicates that 
differences between racial/ ethnic groups (Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001) and among 
individuals from different socioeconomic levels (Dixon-Floyd & Johnson, 1998) exist in 
many areas of academic achievement, including test scores, grades, and graduation rates. 
Given these disparities within the broad student population, one might expect that 
differences in academic achievement among students with E/BD may exist by race/ 
ethnicity and socioeconomic status (SES). 
I am concerned that little is known about the academic status of students with E/BD 
served across the continuum of academic placement settings. Historically, students with 
E/BD have been served in restrictive, non-inclusive settings. However, over the past 
decade, the trend toward the inclusion of students with E/BD in general education 
classrooms has increased to the point that nearly 82 percent of students with E/BD are now 
being served in regular school buildings, with almost 26 percent of those spending less than 
one fifth of their day outside the general education classroom setting (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2001). Given the increasing trend toward including students with E/BD in less 
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restrictive settings, the need to better understand their academic performance, in 
comparison to their peers without disabilities, is central to providing individualized 
instruction within the general education setting. 
Although dating back to the 1960s (e.g., Tamkin, 1960) researchers have 
investigated the academic status of students with E/BD, little is known about the trends in 
this research over the past four decades. During this time, several changes have occurred in 
the law governing special education and advancements made in the education and 
identification of students with disabilities (e.g., inclusion, diagnostic criteria), federal 
mandates and emphasis on early literacy and accountability have been legislated in the No 
Child Left Behind Act. Additionally, technology has had a significant impact on 
educational assessment and programming for children with disabilities. We would expect 
the characteristics, placement settings, dependent measures, and academic skill sets 
studied in the academic status literature to reflect these comprehensive changes. 
Student characteristics as described in the literature were the primary focus of the 
Trout research study. The analysis revealed that researchers have made an important 
attempt to assess the academic status of students representative of the E/BD population. 
For instance, in the Twenty-Third Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2001), a 
nationwide breakdown of the race/ethnicity of students with E/BD in the 1999-2000 school 
year was described. In the annual report, 61.5 percent of the population of students with 
EBD were identified as Caucasian, 27.3 percent as African American, 8.9 percent as 
Hispanic, 1.2 percent as Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1.1 percent as American Indian/ 
Alaska Native. Moreover, a range of 70 to 75 percent of students in the nationwide sample 
were boys. This review found that the race/ethnicity and gender of the students studied in 
the literature was representative of the E/BD population nationwide. 
It is important to note that these percentages differ from the race/ethnicity of the 
general student population. The general population of students for race/ethnicity is as 
follows, 60 percent were identified as Caucasian, 17 percent as African American, 17 
percent as Hispanic, and the remaining students identified as Asian/Pacific Islander and 
American Indian/ Alaska Native. Therefore, there is a significant difference with 27.3 
percent of students with E/BD identified as African American students compared to 17 
percent of the general student population. Other limitations of this study are described 
below. 
Although these findings suggest that researchers have made efforts to assess 
samples representative of the population by gender and race, several limitations regarding 
these studies should be addressed. First, although students of minority status identified 
with E/BD have been included in the research, the number of studies actually reporting 
data by race/ethnicity is relatively small. Thus, conclusions about the academic status of 
students in these populations can only be drawn from the 24 studies that presented students' 
race/ ethnicity. Second, few (n = 8) of the studies assessed the academic status of girls 
separately from that of boys, and even fewer (n = 3) assessed students of minority status 
separately from those identified as Caucasian. Without a separate analysis of students' 
academic achievement scores by race/ethnicity and gender, it remains unclear whether 
race/ethnicity or gender differences exist within this population. Third, the IQs reported in 
the data sets ranged from 20 to 165. Current criteria for the identification of special 
education status because of E/BD, namely tested IQ within the normal range, would have 
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placed some of the children in different special education categories (e.g., mental 
retardation). Thus, the reported academic functioning of these students may have been 
influenced by the inclusion of students with cognitive deficits. Fourth, although 24 (34 
percent) of the data sets indicated that SES had been assessed, the range in measures used 
and the lack of clear designations of SES does not allow for conclusions to be drawn about 
the SES of the children studied. Finally, this review revealed other important student 
characteristics that were not assessed in the literature but may be related to academic 
achievement. For instance, no studies reported the age of the students when they were 
initially identified as having E/BD. It may be expected that early identified students 
receiving services present different patterns of academic functioning than do later 
identified students, either because they have received more intensive support resulting 
from early identification and treatment or because they have been achieving at a lower 
level, perhaps due to more severe behavioral and adjustment problems, prompting early 
identification. In either instance, patterns of academic achievement for students identified 
at an earlier age may provide a different picture than those identified at a later stage of their 
academic career, providing critical information for programs advocating early 
intervention. 
The second salient finding relates to how the placement settings studied by 
researchers have shifted. Previous reviews have revealed that the majority of the research 
on the academic status of students with E/BD has been conducted in psychiatric or 
residential treatment settings (Epstein et al., 1989), limiting the extent to which findings 
can be generalized to students served in general education placements and other placement 
settings. Patterns similar to those in the research were found in this review, with the 
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majority of data sets assessing students outside the general education setting. Although 
researchers have begun to recognize the importance of assessing students served in the 
general education classroom, resource rooms, and self-contained settings within the 
general education building, a clear understanding of the academic abilities of students with 
E/BD served in less restrictive settings has yet to be reached. Without this knowledge, our 
ability to focus and target academic interventions and accommodations is limited. 
Although the Trout study provides important information about characteristics of 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders, limitations of the study include the need 
for more achievement data for students served in general education classrooms. As stated 
previously, these are the more common placement settings over the past decade. More 
complete information here could help understand the specific characteristics and academic 
needs of the population. Also, the students assessed in the study were primarily reported in 
the age groups of twelve years and younger, and students between the ages twelve to fifteen 
years. Only 5 percent of the children assessed were over the age of fifteen. It appears that 
research for high school age students is lacking. More research in this age group will help 
identify improvement for post-school outcomes. 
Program Descriptions and Components 
This section describes three E/BD programs and the educational components 
designed to support sustainable employment or post-high school opportunities. The three 
model programs are the WSESU Secondary Cooperative E/BD Program (Coop), a public 
school E/BD program associated with the regional high school in Brattleboro, Vermont; 
Kindle Farm, a private intensive E/BD program in Newfane, Vermont; and the Wilder 
School, the Regional Alternative Program and Treatment Center which is a regional public 
school E/BD program located in Wilder, Vermont. 
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WSESU Senior High Coop 
The WSESU Senior High Cooperative E/BD Program (Coop) is designed to 
support students, ranging from 12 to 21 years old, with challenging behaviors who are 
typically identified with an emotional or behavioral disturbance. This program was 
developed in the early 1990s, in response to evidence of previous student failure such as 
high rates of dropping out, delinquency, and discipline referrals, and a low rate of school 
attendance. 
The Secondary Coop Programs consist of a Middle School Coop for grades 7-8 and 
a Senior High Coop serving grades 9-12. There are ten to twelve students in each program. 
The Secondary Coop program has been implemented at the Brattleboro Area Middle 
School and Brattleboro Union High School. The communities served by these programs 
are Brattleboro, Dummerston, Putney, Guilford, and Vernon. 
Program Rationale, Goals, and Objectives 
District administrators and special education staff were instrumental in starting the 
current program. The staff and administration focused on identified needs as their basis for 
developing program goals and objectives. The goals and objectives focus on both program 
activities and on intended outcomes. There has been a needs assessment conducted by the 
staff every two years. 
The underlying core values of the Cooperative Program are: 
• Students make progress best when they participate in program decision making 
thus increasing both their empowerment and responsibility. 
• Students have a right to effective treatment that produces change through positive 
means. 
• Parental support of and participation in program efforts has immeasurable value in 
promoting student success. 
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In the implementation of services, the Cooperative Program staff members are 
committed to the following endeavors: 
• Making program decisions that are a result of a team process. The program 
management team is committed to engage in sufficient negotiation to achieve 
consensus. 
• Respecting the rights and needs of students at all times. 
• Keeping in close contact with parents regarding student needs. 
• Basing program decisions about a student upon a thorough knowledge of that 
student’s strengths, needs, and situation. 
• Increasing each student’s ability to function successfully in groups. 
• Assessing each student’s learning style and strengths to better design his/her 
instruction. 
• Always providing opportunities for each student to try again with ample support 
should difficulties occur. 
The goals of the Cooperative Program are achieved in a variety of ways based on 
research findings in the field of emotional/behavioral disabilities. Attention to these goals 
is embedded in the following activities: 
• A systematic behavior management system. 
• Academic remediation. 
• Social skills training using modeling, role play, and feedback. 
• Vocational training and employment opportunities within the community. 
• Leisure skill and independent living skill training within the community. 
• Self advocacy and safety training. 
• Collaborative teaming for each student. 
• Therapeutic programs and adventure project activities. 
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• Individualized student coaching. 
• Coordination with local agencies. 
• Training and support for families and school personnel working with students. 
• High teacher-to-student ratio. 
• Emphasis on building positive adult-student relationships and student-student 
relationships. 
Additionally, an important component of the Coop Program is community-based 
learning opportunities for students. Community settings offer successful learning 
environments for students with emotional and behavioral challenges. The Cooperative 
Program considers community access to be an important part of the program because the 
structured incidental learning of skills parallels and expands classroom instruction and can 
incorporate all areas of the curriculum (vocational, academic, leisure, and social skills). 
Students need concrete experiences as well as theoretical knowledge in order to develop 
practical skills that they will use in their adult lives. 
Kindle Farm, Newfane, Vermont 
Kindle Farm was established as an independent school in 1996. Its founding came 
in response to the need for alternative educational approaches for students that did not 
adapt to the traditional classroom structure adopted by the vast majority of public 
education settings. At the time, the educational experiences available to students who 
struggled against the confines of their traditional public schools were quite limited. 
Originally, Kindle Farm was formed as a small after-school program, designed to 
create healthy social opportunities for students. Soon, this afternoon program expanded 
into a tutorial program, utilizing materials sent by sending schools. The instructors focused 
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their energy on spending time with students, creating professional friendships that 
ultimately facilitated their instructional goals. 
Kindle Farm is a state-approved independent K-12 school, serving students from 
both Vermont and New Hampshire. The program is designed as a special intensive needs 
program for students whose academic and emotional needs require one-on-one attention 
from staff members. Kindle Farm serves over 80 students who benefit from the attention of 
over 50 staff members. 
The Kindle Farm school philosophy is that children entering the Kindle Farm 
Program are individuals who experienced trauma or disruption in their lives that 
significantly impairs their participation in the regular public school system. They often 
have a mix of academic, social, emotional, and behavioral disabilities. Students often 
exhibit a negative sense of self and a lack of trust in other people and their surroundings. 
The program at Kindle Farm combines academics, therapeutic recreational activities, and 
traditional therapy to meet the students needs. The student-to-staff ratio of 2-1 is 
maintained in order to provide a safe and stimulating environment for student growth. It is 
believed that through a combination of diverse activities and strong supervision and 
guidance, youth can discard old patterns and discover new ways to communicate, problem 
solve and learn more effectively. 
To achieve these goals, the school offers an environment that: 
1.) Differs from a regular classroom by: 
• Maintaining a student-staff ratio of 2-1. 
• Focusing on students’ individual behavioral and academic needs. 
• Giving students direct feedback on their behaviors in a systematic and 
structured fashion. 
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2. ) Meets the needs of "at risk" students by: 
• Providing individualized and small group instruction. 
• Minimizing classroom distractions and transitions. 
• Providing academic and behavioral programs that focus on students' strengths 
rather than weaknesses. 
• Fostering leadership potential as opposed to focusing on their "at risk" 
behaviors. 
• Offering consistent encouragement, praise and concrete reinforcement. 
3. ) Develops personal and public leadership skills that students can apply to their 
academic, social and emotional needs. These skills focus on enabling them to 
reintegrate into their schools, families, and home communities. 
The high school education system revolves around specific courses students need 
in order to keep current with their graduation credit requirements. Each subject is taught by 
a specialist who, with the guidance of a special education teacher, modifies the curriculum 
as needed to enable students to successfully complete the required academics. Each 
morning, four academic classes are taught. These academic blocks are English, math, 
science and history. In the afternoon, students work in small groups on experiential 
educational activities that are designed to engage them in hands-on learning and positive 
social skills development. These activities are divided into three streams: Health/Life 
Skills, Music/Fine Arts, and Physical Education/Therapeutic Recreation. Within each skill 
stream, academic learning is fully integrated into all activities. Each student’s afternoon 
program is designed to meet his individual needs. 
Kindle Farm has a vocational program that looks to build the student's skills and 
education through a hands-on approach. Currently students work on focused subjects such 
as horticulture, carpentry, bike mechanics, and media-technology, as well as other 
skill-based activities. 
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In the area of student discipline, Kindle Farm Children's Service, Inc. uses a 
combination of natural consequences, positive reinforcement, and cognitive-behavior 
problem solving to help students master the social/emotional difficulties they are 
struggling with. They attempt to avoid punitive discipline and view each interaction as a 
chance for a student to grow. The behavioral management system has the following 
components: 
• Natural consequences are used for students to make up any academic time they 
miss due to behavioral problems, prior to participating in afternoon activities. 
• Consistent positive reinforcement is given to students for their efforts and 
achievements, and students have the ability to earn rewards for excellent work 
academically and behaviorally. 
• Cognitive behavior problem-solving strategies are used to encourage students 
to talk about issues that arise in a way that helps them understand and 
internalize the strategies to enable them to handle these issues differently when 
they arise in the future. Students work with staff to develop a future vision that 
involves positive outlook and goals. 
• Suspension is utilized when a student's behaviors are consistently emotionally or 
physically endangering to the student, other students or staff. If a student needs to 
be suspended more than two times, a meeting of the treatment team is called to 
examine the appropriateness of the placement. 
The Wilder School: Regional Alternative Program and Treatment 
Center, Wilder. Vermont 
The Regional Alternative Program (RAP) at the Wilder School is an educational 
and therapeutic program serving students from Grades 3 to 12 in the Hartford Area 
Regional Collaborative (HARC) member school districts. Intensive and comprehensive 
educational and mental health services are provided using a family-centered approach. 
Services are highly individualized, and include active parent and school partnerships. The 
Wilder School is a joint venture of the member school districts and the Clara Martin 
Center, an area community mental health agency. Through this coordinated effort, a 
comprehensive array of services and case management is provided in an accessible format. 
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The Wilder School philosophy is that all students deserve the opportunity to be 
challenged and to achieve. This is best accomplished in an environment where each student 
feels supported and accepted; and where students experience structure and consistent 
positive feedback. The goal of the Regional Alternative Program (RAP) is to collaborate 
with the student and the family to meet each student’s academic, social and emotional 
needs. The staff seeks to assist them in acquiring the skills necessary to form and maintain 
relationships and to be successful in a school setting. 
The program goal of the Wilder School is to provide intensive multi-system 
intervention to help students who are experiencing significant behavioral challenges and 
who have been removed from their home schools to gain the skills and abilities to 
reintegrate into their home schools. Typically students referred to the Wilder School have 
previously been placed in residential schools or have been served in home-based or school 
tutorial programs. 
Services are provided on site at the Wilder School, in the students’ homes, and on 
an outreach basis in local schools throughout the area. Services support children with 
emotional and behavioral challenges, their families, and the staff who work with them in 
their home schools. 
Current services include: 
• Individualized and small group academic education 
• Community-based work experiences 
• Individual counseling and therapy 
• Group counseling and therapy 
• Family counseling and therapy 
• Case management and referral 
• Psychiatric consultation and treatment 
• In-service training opportunities for teachers, staff and family members 
• Social skills training 
• Anger management and conflict resolution groups 
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• Expressive art activities 
• Behavioral, psycho-educational, and academic assessment and treatment 
planning 
• Substance abuse services in partnership with community providers 
• Intensive support services for children in transition to their home schools 
Each classroom is staffed with a teacher, a classroom base clinician, and a 
tutor/behavioral specialist. Classrooms are supported by two family therapists, a 
consulting psychiatrist and a consulting psychologist, a clinical supervisor and a program 
director. 
Family members play a key role at the Wilder School. Families attend weekly or 
bi-weekly meetings at the school. The family counseling component of the program is 
designed to provide families with supports that are meaningful and practical. These 
services are flexible and are designed cooperatively with parents to meet their needs. 
An Individual Treatment Plan is developed for each student in the program that 
defines the goals of treatment and the mental health services that will be provided for each 
student and their family. Most students also have individual behavior plans and receive 
constant feedback on their behavioral progress. Classroom Incentive Systems are in place 
that provide additional individual and group reinforcement and feedback for students to 
help support and measure their progress. In each class, group counseling sessions provide a 
forum for setting individual and group goals, determining privileges and learning and 
practicing specific social and personal skills. 
As students make progress on behavior self-management and social skills, they 
participate in an individual transition and reintegration plan and are carefully reintegrated 
into their home school communities. Support services are then provided by the Wilder 
School staff on an outreach basis onsite in their home communities. 
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The Regional Alternative High School class provides academic and mental health 
services in a highly structured, therapeutic class environment. The student’s emotional and 
behavioral support, personal learning goals and progress are given equal emphasis with a 
core high school academic program. Individual accommodations are made in the 
curriculum guided by the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP). Core classes are 
offered in English, Math, Science, Social Studies, Physical Education and a Social Skills 
Group. Individual schedules may include work or mentoring experiences, community- 
based learning or other electives. High school credits are earned through successful 
completion of course objectives and requirements. High school students do not graduate 
from RAP, but must satisfy the graduation requirements of their home school. 
Students are referred for the program through the special education process by the 
sending school district. Once a referral is received, the following process is followed: 
• The director reviews and discusses the referral with the RAP staff, determines if the 
referral is appropriate and determines when a possible opening may occur. The 
director informs the sending team of the status and probable timeline. 
• The teacher from the appropriate RAP classroom contacts the sending team and 
arranges for an observation of the student in their current setting if possible. 
• The student and his/her family is invited to visit the Wilder School. The student 
receives a tour, and spends at least a half-day in class. The parents meet with the 
director and the clinical supervisor to review the school’s description and 
commitments expected from the family if the student is accepted. 
• If the family and student agree to the commitments required for acceptance, the 
student is invited back to visit the school for a whole day. The student may be 
invited for more than one visit. 
• The student is then be invited to attend the Wilder School for a 45 day period. 
During this period the fit between the student, the family and the school is 
assessed. 
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• A decision to admit the student is finalized at a team meeting at the end of the 45 
day trial period. If the Wilder team does not feel that the student and the school is a 
good fit, the staff may work with the sending school to create or find a better 
placement match for the student’s needs. 
• When the decision to admit the student is finalized, the Wilder team works with the 
sending school to determine specific goals to be addressed that will lead to the 
re-integration of the student back to the sending school. The team formally reviews 
these goals within one year, and starts developing a transition plan at the one-year 
anniversary. 
Transition planning begins at the initial acceptance of the student to Wilder. The 
home school and Wilder team identify the principal concerns that prevent the student from 
being successfully served in the home school. The plan includes the steps involved in the 
transition, which will include identifying a teacher or staff person at the home school who 
will advocate for and support the student, beginning with classes, teachers or activities 
where the student is most likely to experience success, developing a specific contact with 
the student and the home school outlining the specific behavioral expectations for the 
student, and arranging for a meeting with all the staff and teachers at the home school who 
will be involved in the student’s program to outline the supports and strategies 
recommended for the student’s success. The transition proceeds with frequent team 
reviews of progress and decisions as to what steps to take next. The plan includes a 
commitment to follow-up with support and consultation with the home school and family 
as determined by the individual team. 
In the area of student discipline, the Wilder School stresses choices and 
consequences. Students are encouraged to make positive behavioral choices and to remain 
in class earning incentives and receiving praise from staff. If they violate the rights of 
others, or are unable to remain in class, they are making negative choices for themselves 
and receive feedback from the staff as outlined below. 
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• Step 1: The student is reminded of his/her choices and is encouraged to make the 
positive choice and remain in class. If students continue the negative behavior, they 
are informed that they are choosing to leave the classroom. 
• Step 2: If the student chooses to leave the classroom on his own, he/she will go to 
the hall or a designated time-out space. If they do not choose to leave within 30 
seconds, they are told that they must choose to leave on their own, or will be 
assisted by staff. All staff are trained in physical intervention and are able to safely 
use a transport technique. Students are expected to remain in the time-out space, 
process with staff, and make a plan for returning to the classroom. 
• Step 3: If a student continues to escalate, or chooses to act in a way which disrupts 
any classroom, the student is told that they need to choose between becoming quiet, 
or moving to a planning room. The same sequence of cues is given as is given in the 
classroom, allowing the student to go on their own, or with a physical transport. 
Students are expected to remain in the planning room until they are quiet, have 
processed the incident with staff, and have made a plan to return to the classroom. 
The Wilder School tries to focus on natural consequences in a situation. If 
something is broken, it must be fixed or replaced. If a desk is toppled, it must be righted. If 
others have been offended, they must receive apologies. If class time has been missed, it 
must be made up. Students do not have to make up time spent processing an incident; the 
effort to understand what happened, and to make a pro-active plan to avoid making the 
same mistakes is valuable and encouraged. 
Crisis Intervention: the RAP program accepts students who are behaviorally 
challenging. The staff anticipates that students may become physically disruptive at times, 
and are confident that they can work therapeutically with students at these times. If the 
student presents a risk to themselves or others, the Health Care and Rehabilitation Services 
(HCRS) emergency screener will be contacted to evaluate for possible hospitalization. The 
student, and/or the student’s family will meet with the director and the clinical supervisor 






Summary of Program Descriptions 
In summary, students with E/BD have had limited success as they transition to post- 
high school activities. Based on the program descriptions and on experience with model 
programs, including the three programs reviewed in this study, key components of 
successful programs can be identified. In addition to exploring post-secondary education 
and employment opportunities, students with E/BD need intensive programming that 
includes functional assessments and curricular modifications, social skill instruction and 
practice, and career development and supported employment. This may mean alternate 
curricula, credit options, and programming outside the typical high school class structure. 
The next chapter is a review of the relevant literature and research related to the 





Until 1950, educational programs serving students with emotional or behavioral 
disorders (E/BD) were found only in institutions for the socially maladjusted (delinquent) 
or hospitals for the mentally ill. During the 1950s, in what may be considered an early 
application of the “least restrictive setting” concept, mental health and special education 
professionals extended services for these students to public school settings. These early 
examples of mental health-special education collaboration led to the development of 
programs for training special teachers and, eventually, to organizations promoting the 
interests of students with special needs and their teachers, such as the Council for Children 
with Behavioral Disabilities (Wood, 1999). 
Since Fiscal Year 1993, the number of students identified with emotional 
behavioral disabilities in the State of Vermont has increased from 978 to 2,099 for Fiscal 
Year 2000 (State of Vermont, Special Education, Annual Report 2000). In addition, for 
students identified as E/BD, males outnumber females three to one. Nearly one-half of all 
special education dropouts (Vermont) are identified as E/BD. Nationally, the number of 
students identified with emotional or behavioral disorders has increased from 283,000 to 
476,000 over the past twenty-five years (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002). 
The Current Situation for Students with E/BD 
Individuals with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) experience the least 
favorable outcomes of any group of individuals with disabilities (Jolivette, Stichter, Nelson, 
Scott, Liaupsin, 2000). Advocates for this population are concerned about the degree to 
which these individuals are able to contribute positively to society given their challenging 
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behaviors and the manner in which schools typically perceive and interact with them. 
Students with E/BD often display characteristics that do not support success in or out of 
school. They may not be able to maintain appropriate social relationships with others; they 
may have academic difficulties in multiple content areas; and they may display chronic 
behavior problems, including noncompliance, aggression, and disrespect toward authority 
figures. These characteristics are exacerbated by the tendency of schools to place 
individuals with E/BD in settings that are more restrictive than those of any other group of 
students with disabilities. On the other hand, research shows that placing these students in 
inclusive settings is not sufficient to increase either appropriate behavior or acceptance by 
peers. In addition, policies such as "zero tolerance," in which students are suspended or 
expelled from school because of certain behaviors, may place students with E/BD outside 
of any educational setting and beyond the reach of educators who could help them address 
their difficulties (Jolivette et al., 2000). 
Individuals with E/BD characteristically have experienced academic difficulties 
during their school careers. For example, learning disabilities frequently co-exist with 
E/BD and result in problems mastering academic content (Coleman & Vaughn, 2000). The 
connection between academic and social behaviors appears to be reciprocal, with failure in 
one precipitating failure in the other. These students also have fewer opportunities to 
experience success in school and fewer instructional interactions with their teachers. 
Consequently, they receive less exposure to academic content. 
As a result of their academic difficulties, many students with E/BD do not finish 
high school. After age and parent income level, the best predictor that these students will 
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drop out is a lack of competency with basic skills, including math and reading. Nationally, 
research shows that more than 50 percent of students with E/BD drop out (Chesapeake 
Institute, 1994). 
Of the students who do graduate, relatively few complete, or even pursue, 
post-secondary education. Of a sample of individuals with E/BD who left high schools in 
the State of Washington in 2001, researchers found that after ten years, only 28.6 percent 
had completed a post-secondary program, compared with 66.9 percent of students without 
disabilities (Malmgren, Edgar & Neel 2001). 
Obstacles to Finding and Maintaining Employment 
This section focuses on obstacles that students with E/BD face in finding and 
maintaining employment. Data from several longitudinal studies (e.g., Malmgren et al., 
1998; Wagner, D'Amico, Marder, Newman, & Blackorby, 1992) suggest that, in 
comparison to workers with no disabilities and those with other disabilities, workers with 
E/BD experience longer delays in obtaining employment after graduation from school, 
lower percentages of employment after leaving school, and lower employment rates 
overall. Those who work may hold multiple, short-term jobs rather than a single job over 
time. In addition, individuals with E/BD are more likely to be employed part-time rather 
than full-time and to earn less than individuals with or without other disabilities. 
According to The Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted Education digest article 
“Vocational Support Strategies for Students with Emotional Disorders” (Schelly, 1995), 
this population consistently encounters certain barriers in finding and maintaining 
employment. Ineffective verbal and nonverbal communication and avoiding risk-taking 
experiences present challenges. After obtaining a job, they may have difficulties following 
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instructions, staying on task, accepting feedback, planning ahead, and demonstrating 
socially acceptable work behaviors. 
Students with E/BD have difficulty with verbal and nonverbal communication. 
Struggles with making phone calls and going through the interview process are common 
for youths with emotional disorders because they may have difficulties in verbal 
expression. Nonverbal communication skills may also be underdeveloped as evidenced 
through poor posture; limited eye contact; voice tone; facial expressions; and inappropriate 
dress, hairstyles, or jewelry. This nonconforming appearance combined with limited 
communication skills often creates a negative first impression for employers and thus 
becomes a barrier to obtaining employment (Schelly, 1995). 
The digest article “Vocational Support Strategies for Students with Emotional 
Disorders” (Schelly, 1995), further explains that while youth with emotional disorders may 
have a desire to obtain employment, they may also have a desire to avoid a perceived 
risk-taking situation, as demonstrated by a lack of follow-through with job search activities 
and "cold feet" as they near possible employment. Further, the experience of success in any 
life area is often viewed as a risk-taking situation because it may be unfamiliar territory 
with increased responsibilities and pressures. Because of this fear of the unknown, 
potentially successful opportunities are often sabotaged to avoid risky situations. 
Upon securing a job, youths with emotional disorders struggle with maintaining a 
job (Wagner, 1993). Following instructions and staying on task are an ongoing challenge. 
There often are difficulties taking instruction from someone considered to be an authority 
figure. Therefore, when instructions are given, the outcome may be a power struggle 
between youths and their employers, which may result in job loss. Many youths from this 
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population are also multiply diagnosed with attention deficit disorder, attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, and learning disabilities, ail of which may make staying on task and 
following instructions even more of a challenge (Hughes, Deshler, Ruhl & Shumaker, 
1993). 
A low sense of self-worth may contribute to an inability to deal with criticism and 
accept constructive feedback. In addition, many youths with emotional disorders have 
trouble managing their anger in a confrontational situation. As a result, confrontation on 
the job may lead to an explosive situation and end in job loss. Reactive, impulsive 
behaviors often preclude planning ahead and anticipating undesirable consequences. On 
the job, these youths often act before they think, which may lead to negative consequences 
(Hughes, Deshler, Ruhl & Shumaker, 1993). 
Students with E/BD exhibit a general lack of socially acceptable work behaviors. 
The collective behaviors of youths with emotional disorders are consistent with an overall 
lack of work ethic. Behaviors such as sticking with a job, taking initiative, coming to work 
on time, working to the best of one's ability, ending a job appropriately, or showing respect 
are often not apparent. One reason may be that many youths have not had role models that 
demonstrate effective work skills (Schelly et al., 1995). 
Much of the research data from this section on the status of students with E/BD 
comes from the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education Students 
(NLTS) of 1987 and completed in 1994. The NLTS has compiled a longitudinal database 
that includes more than 8,000 young people with disabilities who were ages 13 to 21 and 
special education students in the 1985-86 school year in more than 300 school districts 
nationwide. This database is a nationally representative sample that permits generalizations 
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from it to young people with disabilities as a whole and to those in each federal special 
education disability category. 
Data were collected from telephone interviews with parents and with young people 
with disabilities when they were able to respond to questions for themselves. School 
records were obtained from students’ high school years, and surveys were conducted of 
principals at their schools and of teachers who served them. 
The numerous reports and journal articles that have been generated from the NLTS 
since 1989 have considered issues of school programs, school performance, post-school 
outcomes, and adult services. Each analysis topic that has been addressed has added 
another dimension to the complex pattern of outcomes for students with disabilities. 
These reports and articles use data from the NLTS to spotlight the outcomes for 
students with E/BD, both while they were in secondary school and in the early years 
afterward. Their performance as high school students, their social experiences, their 
participation in post-secondary education and the labor market, and their ability to live 
independently are described. The high school programs and adult services provided to 
young people with E/BD are then analyzed in a search for clues to contributors to the poor 
pattern of outcomes for such youths and to opportunities to improve those outcomes. 
Commissioned by Congress through the Secretary of Education, the NLTS and the 
follow-up study NLTS2 (2000-2010) are considered to be the most comprehensive sources 
of information for students with disabilities in special education and specifically, for 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
To this point, the literature review focuses on the post-school outcomes for students 
with E/BD in education, employment, and social relationships. The next section describes 
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effective E/BD programs that include several school and community based strategies to 
improve the post-school outcomes for students with E/BD. These strategies include 
curriculum modifications, career and vocational training, service learning programs, and 
wraparound services. 
Curricular Modifications 
Researchers (e.g., Dunlap & Kern, 1996) have demonstrated that careful 
examination of a student’s curriculum may identify academic, social, and behavioral 
expectations or situations that are associated with occurrences and non-occurrences of the 
problem behavior. Support efforts then can be focused directly on modifying the 
curriculum to reduce problem behaviors and to set the occasion for appropriate behavior. 
Curricular modifications are usually based on functional assessments, which are conducted 
to identify instructional and curricular variables associated with undesirable behavior 
during problematic academic assignments. 
One variable that has been examined in a number of studies is preference (e.g., 
Blair, Umbreit, & Bos, 1999; Clarke, Dunlap, Foster-Johnson, Childs, Wilson, White, & 
Vera, 1995). A functional assessment can be used to identify preferences for specific types 
of academic activities or tasks. When these preferred activities or features of activities are 
incorporated into a student’s curriculum, reductions in problem behavior and 
improvements in desirable behavior have been observed. 
Clarke, et al. (1995) conducted a study using functional assessments to identify 
activities associated with problematic behavior and student preferences and interests. 
Assignments associated with problem behaviors were then modified so that the 
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instructional objectives were maintained, but the activity incorporated an area of individual 
student interest. 
Blair et al. (1999) conducted functional assessments with four children who 
engaged in high rates of problem behaviors. Based on the assessment information, they 
developed hypotheses regarding preferred activities. Preference assessments confirmed 
that the activities identified through the functional assessments were indeed preferred. An 
intervention was then developed that imbedded preferred activities into the existing 
curriculum. Once intervention was implemented, problem behaviors were virtually 
eliminated. For example, a modification for one participant was made during handwriting. 
Rather than the traditional assignment of copying sentences from a handwriting book, he 
was asked to copy sentences taken from Nintendo game booklets. Reductions in disruptive 
behavior and increases in desirable behavior were observed for all of the participants when 
activities incorporated areas of interest. 
Variables that impede task completion are also identified in the literature (e.g., Kern, 
Childs, Dunlap, Clarke, & Falk, 1994). Kern et al. (1994) conducted a functional 
behavioral assessment with a 13-year-old boy described as severely emotionally disturbed 
and identified alternative intervention strategies in which the task could be completed. 
When the student was permitted to complete lengthy written assignments using a computer, 
tape recorder, or language master, on-task behavior and productivity increased. 
The functional assessment process is also used to provide information about 
relatively simple classroom adaptations for students with E/BD. In the study conducted by 
Kern, Delaney, Clarke, Dunlap and Childs (2001), the assessment data led to 
individualized modifications of assignment features and experimental analyses verified 
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that the modifications resulted in reduced problem behavior and increased task 
engagement for each of the participants. The modifications were implemented by the 
classroom teacher without additional resources and within the context of the ongoing 
classroom routine. This research study adds to the limited yet growing literature 
demonstrating the applicability of functional assessment-based intervention in classroom 
settings with students described as E/BD. It also illustrates curricular modifications that 
positively influence behavior while maintaining academic goals. Moreover, several of the 
curricular modifications require minimal efforts to implement, suggesting their feasibility 
for classroom staff. 
The most recent studies by Kern et ah, 2001 on curricular modifications and 
functional assessments follow the pattern of prior experimental analysis that were used to 
identify preferences for specific types of academic activities that result in more on-task 
behavior. Earlier studies were limited due to a low percentage of students with E/BD as the 
subjects as compared to youth with other disabilities. Later studies, providing more validity, 
mainly used E/BD students as the subjects assessed. 
Another limitation of previous studies is that they were conducted with students in 
more restricted program settings. The recent studies have been conducted in classroom 
settings within the context of naturally occurring activities. Further, all analyses were 
conducted by the classroom teacher. These experimental analyses verified that the 
modifications resulted in reduced problem behavior and increased task engagement for 
each of the participants. The findings from the most recent studies on functional 
assessments are supported by my observations of several E/BD classrooms and programs. 
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Student preferences and interests are an important factor in reducing problematic behavior 
of students. 
Another strategy that leads to improved post-school outcomes for students with 
E/BD is social skills development. Effective social skills training and instruction involves 
individual planning (Scott & Nelson, 1998). Social skills training is one of the most 
effective interventions for the most challenging behaviors, but only when it teaches 
specific behaviors to students based on their individual needs. Effective social skills 
instruction typically involves both direct instruction and teacher mediation. Direct 
instruction identifies the specific social skills needing development and provides 
teacher-directed instruction and practice across natural settings. Teacher-mediated 
strategies rely on teacher-prompted interactive behavior that is reinforced for appropriate 
responses. The goals of such curricula include allowing the individual to initiate and 
develop positive social relationships, facilitating the individual's ability to effectively cope 
with behavioral expectations of daily living, and providing the basis for effective 
self-determination. 
Although logically a primary area for instruction for students with E/BD, few 
formal social skills curricula exist in current educational programs for these students. 
However, social skills development continues to be an area that is emphasized in the E/BD 
classes and programs that I have observed. Classroom social skills training will typically 
use modeling, role play, and feedback. Students will often work in small groups to engage 
in interactive positive social skills development. Other programs offer group counseling 
sessions for students to set individual and group goals, determine privileges, and learn and 
practice specific social and personal skills. 
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A new approach to intervention for students with E/BD and those at risk for 
behavioral problems is Positive Behavioral Support (PBS) (Sugai et al., 2000). PBS is 
based on the premise that schools address the full range of behavioral issues and needs of 
the student population, including strategies for preventing challenging behavior and 
intervening when such behavior does occur. Interventions based on PBS also focus on 
teaching desired replacement behaviors that serve the same functions as undesired 
behavior. School-wide interventions are prerequisite to the success of more specific and 
individualized interventions and programs. Effective implementation of PBS strategies is 
based on the following: 
• problem-solving school teams with built-in administrative support, 
• implementation of prevention-focused, validated strategies (e.g., direct instruction 
and social skills instruction on expected appropriate school behaviors) based on 
team decisions, 
• matching both appropriate and inappropriate behaviors with the contexts in which 
the behaviors occur, and 
• systematic reinforcement of and focus on appropriate behaviors within multiple 
school environments. 
PBS strategies are commonly used in current E/BD programs as a behavioral 
management or support system. 
Another strategy employed to improve post-school outcomes for individuals with 
disabilities is career and vocational training. The School-to-Work Opportunities Act, 
passed in 1994, focuses on coordinated efforts between schools and the community to 
design and provide an appropriate, individualized education for individuals with 
disabilities, including those with E/BD, that smoothly and successfully moves them from 
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the school environment to the work environment. This act and other related school efforts 
focus on providing students with E/BD with the skills that employers seek. Thus, while still 
in school, individuals with E/BD are provided with specific job training and experiences 
through vocational work placements, job coaching, and other related activities (Scott & 
Nelson, 1998). 
Functional Community Referenced-Assessment refers to a community-based 
assessment process that assists youths with emotional disorders (as well as individuals with 
other types of disabilities) in choosing and getting a job. This highly individualized process 
identifies strengths, interests, barriers, and support strategies in the work, school, 
community, recreational, home, and social-emotional domains. An ongoing approach, 
offering volunteer, short-term work trials to youth, uses community-based resources for 
constant learning opportunities. "Hands-on" experiences create a greater sense of personal 
confidence and lower the risks associated with acquiring a job. Assessment information 
targets specific behavior support needs for each youth, allowing for the immediate and 
ongoing implementation of functional behavioral support strategies. Assessment 
information provides direction for job development, vocational support strategies, and 
training needs. 
Many youths with emotional disorders respond well to individualized career skills 
preparation. Therefore, a job coach or employment consultant works with youths 
individually to develop effective resumes, fill out applications, and practice interview 
skills. This support combined with an experiential, community-based career skills 
curriculum is particularly effective in preparing youths with emotional disorders for the job 
search process (Bullis & Gaylord-Ross, 1991; Groisser & Pennington, 1991). 
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Corbett and Clark (2001) found in their study of high school students in Florida that 
greater participation in vocational education while in secondary school is associated with 
lower rates of dropping out of school. In addition, generic vocational education, 
occupationally specific vocational education, and on-the-job training are all associated 
with lower dropout rates from high school and higher rates of post-school employment. 
Their study examined the different types of vocational programming that students with 
E/BD received from a public school system in Florida and the post-school outcomes when 
they became young adults. This study gathered data from 305 participants from the school 
districts and the Florida Education and Training Program. The results of the study help to 
clarify the literature concerning the efficacy of vocational education for students with 
E/BD. The results confirm the findings of early studies indicating that vocational education, 
and specifically on-the-job training, help predict post-school employment. 
Transition planning is an important strategy to improve post-school outcomes of 
students with E/BD. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1990; 1997) 
provided a national mandate to facilitate the transition from high school to adulthood for 
students with disabilities. Despite the passage of this important piece of legislation, youth 
with E/BD continue to experience major difficulties in moving to independent adult roles 
(Davis & Vander Stoep, 1996). 
According to P.L. 105-17, the 1997 Amendments to the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act, schools must write and implement a transition plan for all 
students with disabilities who are 14 years old or older. A transition plan details the 
individual's and family's post-school goals specific to employment and independent living. 
Areas of focus typically include adult services, supported employment, independent living 
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options, and post-secondary education. In addition, a transition plan focuses on the 
individual's present needs. For individuals with E/BD, examples of goals and needs 
include: 
• identifying community agencies that can assist in meeting one's financial needs, 
• gaining employment training from multiple work sites to assist in the 
decision-making process regarding vocational choices after graduation, and 
• identifying counseling agencies to assist in addressing the life-stresses the 
individual may experience (Davis & Vander Stoep, 1996). 
Transition planning often includes self-advocacy and how to set realistic personal 
and professional goals. Youths with emotional disorders can be empowered to be in charge 
of every aspect of their lives through a transition planning process. They look at each 
domain of their lives and decide what priority areas must be addressed to achieve 
successful employment outcomes. School personnel work closely with students to help 
establish a timeline and set realistic goals and objectives. This transition plan (sometimes 
referred to as an action plan) can be reviewed repeatedly to guide support services, check 
progress, and adjust goals. In this way, service provision is youth driven and shows positive 
results. It has been my experience that transition planning is an integral part of the 
individual education planning (IEP) process utilized by school personnel working with 
students with E/BD. 
Service-Learning Programs 
A number of special educators and psychologists (Curwin, 1993; 
Fitzsimmons-Lovett, 1998; Ioele & Dolan, 1993; Rockwell, 1997; Selye, 1978; Saurman 
& Nash, 1980) have called for incorporating service-learning activities into educational 
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programs for students with emotional or behavioral disabilities, who are often dismissed as 
withdrawn, apathetic, and alienated from the learning process. It is proposed that 
service-learning is a way to enhance self-respect and responsibility in such students 
(Fitzsimmons-Lovett, 1998; Rockwell, 1997); it can be a vehicle for reclaiming students 
who were marginalized by society (Curwin, 1993). 
Service-learning has been defined in many ways over the years. It is mainly 
regarded as extended experiential learning pedagogy (Alt, 1997; Muscott, Smith & Trainor, 
1996; Zlotkowski, 1993). Kendall (1990) defines it as a philosophy of human growth and 
purpose, a social vision, an approach to community, and a way of knowing. She argues that 
service-learning is more than a form of instructional pedagogy, or the simple adding of 
service experiences to learning activities, but rather the connection between service and 
learning is synergistic and dynamic in that it creates an interaction that invariably 
integrates head and heart, action and reflection, and ultimately far exceeds the rewards of 
either experience alone. 
There are three broad types of service-learning experiences, usually referred to as 
direct service, indirect service, or advocacy (Dunlap, Drew, & Gibson, 1994) or direct 
setting, indirect setting, or nondirect setting (Delve, Mintz, & Stewart, 1990). Direct 
service learning approaches engage students in face-to-face interactions with the people 
being served at either the service site or elsewhere in the community. Indirect approaches 
enable students to address a community need, but the service providers and the recipients 
of service are physically distant from one another. Advocacy approaches are aimed at 
increasing public awareness of a problem or an issue affecting individuals, the community, 





with E/BD indicates that these programs generally fall into three categories: broad-based 
programs, specific project-based programs, and larger, more complex, multi-level 
programs. 
Broad-based service-learning programs report on a variety of projects with little 
detail about any one specific project (e.g., Brill, 1994; Ioele & Dolan, 1993; Nicolaou & 
Brendtro, 1983; O’Flanagan, 1997; Rockwell, 1997). These program descriptions consist 
primarily of projects that occur with students attending separate, self-contained day and 
residential school programs. Specific project-based service-learning programs focus on an 
individual service-learning experience with a specific class of students identified (e.g., 
Emery & Richardson, 1996; Frey, 1999; Sandler, Vandegrift, & VerBrugghen, 1995). 
Complex, multi-level service-learning programs provide detailed information 
about the project and involve different groups of students at multiple sites (e.g., Lantieri, 
1999; Muscott & O’Brien, 1999). These programs are larger in scope, occur at more than 
one site, and engage a variety of students with and without disabilities from different 
classrooms in intensive, long-term activities. 
Results of the review indicate that direct and indirect service activities as well as 
broad-based and specific, individual program descriptions dominate the literature (Emery 
& Richardson, 1996; O’Flanagan, 1997; Rockwell, 1997). Despite a few notable 
exceptions, reported evaluation data of these programs are primarily anecdotal and based 
on informal and interpersonal feedback from staff members. In spite of the weakness of the 
research designs, there is sufficient evidence to support the conclusion that both students 
and teachers are extremely satisfied with service-learning and students feel empowered by 
their experiences (Frey, 1999). The data indicate that the E/BD students make significant 
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gains in self-esteem, locus of control, and educational achievement (Brill, 1994). The 
authors provide a sound description of the practical barriers to effectively implementing 
service-learning with children and youth (Sandler, Vandegrift, & VerBrugghen, 1995). 
They make a strong argument for the need of a “curriculum of caring” for students with 
E/BD (Nicolaou & Brendtro, 1983). 
Wraparound Programs 
More and more individuals with E/BD are receiving integrated services designed 
through wraparound planning. In essence, wrap-around plans match individual and family 
needs with community agencies and opportunities. Services commonly used by individuals 
with E/BD include counseling; financial counseling; job training, mentoring, and coaching; 
and health services (Karp, 1996). In providing integrated services to these persons before 
they complete school, it is important that appropriate community supports and contacts be 
in place to help the individual achieve post-school success. Current research efforts in the 
provision of wraparound planning are validating the long-term benefits possible with this 
strategy for individuals with E/BD (ERIC/OSEP Improving Post-School Outcomes, 2000). 
Wraparound is a philosophy of care that includes a definable planning 
process involving the child and family that results in a unique set of 
community services and natural supports individualized for that child and 
family to achieve a positive set of outcomes. (Bums & Goldman, 1998, p. 
13) 
That is, Wraparound is a system, a needs-based process for creating and providing 
services for individual children and their families (Eber, Nelson, & Miles, 1997). It is a 
system of care in which families and all appropriate service providers such as mental health 
providers, community organizations, and school professionals collaborate to provide a 
support system to keep children with emotional and behavioral disabilities in their 
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communities, homes and schools. The Wraparound philosophy is part of the System of 
Care Model, which strives to work with children in the least restrictive environment to 
provide individualized and flexible services based on their needs (Eber et al., 1997). It is 
also based on family-centered, culturally relevant, strength- and community-based 
interventions. 
Wraparound was developed to prevent youth from being referred to educational 
placements outside of their community or state, and to involve the community and provide 
individualized services to keep children in their homes and included in their local schools. 
More recently, the approach has been expanded and adapted to help children in a number 
of different service delivery systems such as special education, child welfare, juvenile 
justice, and mental health (Goldman, 1998). 
A nation-wide Wraparound survey of the State Child Mental Health Directors 
indicated that 88 percent of states and territories are currently using the Wraparound 
system (Faw, 1998). However there is great variability among states in the definition and 
services provided in the Wraparound programs. Additionally, many states also have 
alternative names for Wraparound such as, Individualized and Tailored Care, High Risk 
Intervention, Family Support Services, and Children’s System of Care (Faw, 1998). Early 
studies on Wraparound indicate that it can reduce the restrictiveness of living and learning 
situations, reduce the cost of care, and improve social, school and community functioning 
(Goldman & Faw, 1998). One program of note is a school-based Wraparound program in 
La Grange Illinois, which has been extremely successful in applying Wraparound services 
to E/BD students in special education (Eber et al., 1997). 
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La Grange Area Department of Special Education (1996) describes its 
school-based Wraparound plan. The network has been in existence for about seven years 
and is administered out of the LaGrange Department of Education, which serves 16 
schools. The Wraparound plan is established to address assistance to the family, academic 
tutoring, and building upon the strengths that a child and family already possess. The 
evaluation of the program in LaGrange for the 1994-1995 school year indicated that of 157 
students referred for supports and services for E/BD, 43 percent had a history of out of 
home placements prior to participation in Wraparound. After participation in wraparound 
from 1993 to 1995, the percentage of children placed out of the home dropped to 10 
percent. After one year of participating in the program, 70 percent of these students were 
maintained in a less restrictive educational placement. 
In addition to this success story, the Chesapeake Institute at American Institutes for 
Research reviewed 14 Wraparound initiatives and found that, in almost all cases, the E/BD 
students improved attendance and academic performance; emotional and behavioral 
problems were reduced or prevented from exacerbation; the capacities of families and 
schools were strengthened to serve these young people at home, in their community, and in 
their home school; and more young people with E/BD were able to live and learn 
successfully in less restrictive settings (Osher & Hanley, 2001). 
A more expansive model for schools that incorporates wraparound services is a 
“full service school” (ERIC/OSEP Special Project, 2003). Although many public educators 
would prefer to think of their schools as “full service”, it is likely that most schools are not. 
In the early 1990s, some initiatives for this type of school were formulated in Florida and 
California as well as in other parts of the country. A true full service school represents an 
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effort to make human service systems partners in the educational process while 
simultaneously making the school systems partners in the delivery of human services. 
Schools house a variety of health, human, mental, and other services for children and their 
families. Schools are among the central participants in planning and governing service 
design and delivery. Full service schools hold promise for addressing the needs of children 
in special education by: a) providing early intervention, b) providing support for students 
with multiple risk factors in an accessible location, c) providing comprehensive 
intervention support in school settings, and d) preventing problems from becoming more 
serious and/or being referred to more intensive support programs. 
In summary, this literature review provides a general overview of student 
characteristics and obstacles facing them along with the prevalent service delivery 
programs intended to address the needs of students with emotional and behavioral 
disorders. It is important to recognize that these programs share a common goal of 
attempting to meet individual student needs within the least restrictive environment that is 
considered appropriate. However, some programs - for instance, service learning programs 
and curricular modifications - are highly specialized in their focus on students with severe 
emotional and behavioral disabilities, while a Wraparound system is more general as it 
focuses on improving social and behavioral outcomes by building a school’s capacity to 
prevent difficulties from occurring and proactively addressing those that do. While these 
programs are complementary, documentation of their simultaneous implementation within 
one district, in a well-integrated fashion, is difficult to find. Such an integrated approach, 
however, may ultimately be most beneficial in addressing social and emotional needs that 
range in severity. 
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In Table 1, common characteristics of E/BD students are listed alongside program 
features that have proved effective in promoting improved post-school outcomes for these 
students. 
In light of the previous literature and research, the question for people in the field is 
what program features and activities lead to positive outcomes for students with emotional 
or behavioral disorders? Given the current status of individuals with emotional or 
behavioral disorders (E/BD) having the least favorable outcomes of any group of 
individuals with disabilities, finding the answers to this question is imperative. 
The next chapter will describe the design and methodology to investigate this 
question. Subsequently, Chapter 4 presents the results of this phenomenological study. 
Chapter 5 will refer to the research results in relation to existing literature as well as 
recommendations for future practice, policy and research. 
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Table 1. E/BD Student Characteristics with Program Features 
Student Characteristics Program Features 
Deficit in Basic Reading, Writing, 
and Math Skills 
Curricular modifications are made by assessing 
student abilities and interests. Assignments can be 
modified so that the instructional objectives are 
maintained, but the activity can incorporate an area of 
individual student interest. 
Functional assessments identify activities associated 




Social skills development - social skills training and 
instruction provides effective interventions for the 
most challenging behaviors when it teaches specific 
behaviors to students based on their individual needs. 
Chronic Behavior Problems Behavioral management and support system - a well 
structured behavioral management system. E/BD 
programs incorporate behavior management that 
include social skills training and instruction using 
modeling, role play, and positive feedback. 
General Unhappiness or 
Depression 
Mental health or wraparound services - a system of 
care in which families and all appropriate service 
providers such as mental health providers, community 
organizations, and school professionals collaborate to 
provide a support system to keep children with 
emotional or behavioral disabilities in their 
communities, homes and schools. 
High Dropout Rates & 
Low Unemployment Rates 
Community service-learning programs and 
vocational/career development activities. 
Community-based learning is an important part of 
E/BD programs because the structured incidental 
learning of skills parallels and expands classroom 
instruction and can incorporate all areas of the 
curriculum (vocational, academic, leisure, and social 
skills). Students need concrete experiences as well as 
theoretical knowledge in order to develop practical 
skills that they will use in their adult lives. 
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CHAPTER 3 
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
There is no cookbook for doing qualitative research. The appropriate 
answers to almost any question about the use of qualitative methods is “it 
depends.” The value and practicability of your research methods cannot be 
guaranteed by adhering to methodological rules; they depend on specific 
settings and phenomena you are studying and the actual consequences of 
your strategy for studying these (Maxwell, 1996, p.63). 
Study Description 
The research question for this study is: What program features and activities lead 
to positive outcomes for students with emotional or behavioral disorders? This qualitative 
study seeks to understand student perspectives of program activities that they consider 
most important to their success. I have used individual interviews with former high school 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) to identify factors that may affect 
high school completion and post-school educational and employment opportunities. I have 
decided to work with students because they are the main clients of these programs. All 
other sources (teachers, program directors, employers) are secondary sources, useful for 
triangulating data. Multiple data collection methods have been utilized. Data have been 
collected through interviews with former students and follow-up interviews with program 
directors, teachers, employers, and program documents and descriptions. However, my 
primary source of data has come from students as program clients or recipients, whose 
views may differ from those of the program delivery agents. 
Such qualitative research methods can allow the researcher to “understand the deep 
meaning of a person’s experiences and how he articulates these experiences” (Rossman 
& Rallis, 2003, p. 97). In addition, qualitative data can be a source of well-founded, rich 
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descriptions and explanations of processes occuring in local context (Rossman & Rallis, 
2003; Merriam, 1998). 
The study sample is 14 former high school students with E/BD from three programs 
located in Vermont. The programs observed for this study are; (1) the WSESU Secondary 
Cooperative E/BD Program (Coop), a public school E/BD program associated with the 
regional high school in Brattleboro, Vermont; (2) Kindle Farm, a private intensive E/BD 
program in Newfane, Vermont; and (3) the Wilder School, the Regional Alternative 
Program and Treatment Center, a regional public school E/BD program located in Wilder, 
Vermont. 
The study participants, who have either graduated or did not complete school from 
the Classes of 2003 through 2005, have been interviewed based on their employment and 
educational status over a period of six months to one year after leaving school. Participants 
have been interviewed from each of the following categories: graduates with jobs, 
graduates with post-high school education, graduates without jobs or with unstable 
employment and dropouts from the program. These categories represent different 
populations of students from three separate programs. Choosing former students in these 
categories to interview has provided me with the maximum range of potential program 
outcomes across all students. This sample design will provide more than one student 
response in each category. The results emerged from student responses from each category 
for a total of 14 respondents from the three programs. These respondents in their specific 
categories are displayed in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Participant Interviews from E/BD Programs 
E/BD 
Programs 
1,2, & 3 
Dropouts Graduates 








Program 1 XX X XXX 
Program 2 X XX XXX 









4 former students 
X represents each student 
1 The WSESU Senior High Cooperative E/BD Program (Coop) is designed to support students, ranging from 
12 to 21 years old, with challenging behaviors who are typically identified with an emotional or behavioral 
disturbance. This program was developed in the early 1990s, in response to evidence of previous student 
failure such as high rates of dropping out, delinquency, and discipline referrals, and a low rate of school 
attendance. 
2 Kindle Farm was established as an independent school in 1996. Its founding came in response to the need 
for alternative educational approaches for students who did not adapt to the traditional classroom structure 
adopted by the vast majority of public education settings. At the time, the educational experiences available 
to students who struggled against the confines of their traditional public schools were quite limited. 
3 The Regional Alternative Program (RAP) at the Wilder School is an educational and therapeutic program 
serving students from Grades 3 to 12 in the Hartford Area Regional Collaborative (HARC) member school 
districts. Intensive and comprehensive educational and mental health services are provided using a family- 
centered approach. Services are highly individualized, and include active parent and school partnerships. The 
Wilder School is a joint venture of the member school districts and the Clara Martin Center, an area 
community mental health agency. Through this coordinated effort, a comprehensive array of services and 
case management is provided in an accessible format. 
The use of an individual-interview process that focuses on the perceptions of 
students assumes that interventions, to be effective, must respond to the perceived needs of 
the students. Programs that fail to foster such satisfaction may be inadequate, given the 
field’s expressed ambition that students have access to an appropriate program tailored to 
their unique needs. 
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Access and Entry to the Field 
Since the 2003-04 school year, I have been working with district special education 
administrators to initiate a comprehensive program review of the intensive special needs 
programs. I have been focusing on ways to better coordinate programs and strengthen these 
programs in order to provide comprehensive intensive special education services within 
our district and region. 
I have previously had several conversations with district superintendents, special 
education directors, and E/BD program directors. I have shared two related papers that I 
had prepared for a program evaluation of the Windham Southeast E/BD Programs and a 
Comprehensive E/BD Program review. We have discussed my ongoing interest in program 
review and program development in the area of intensive special education programs with 
a focus on career development opportunities. I provided each program director with 
background information about my current dissertation study and talked about my 
interviewing former students as part of this study. We discussed this study as it relates to 
their ongoing program review and program assessment. I scheduled a time in June through 
July 2005 to meet with the staff in each program. 
On the initial visitation to each site, I introduced myself to the E/BD Program staff. 
I reviewed my background, my status as a doctoral student, and the purpose of the study. I 
spent time with the staff reviewing the project description, informed consent letter, and 
interview questions (see Appendices A and B). As we discuss the questions, we discussed 
the components and activities of each program. Next, I outlined a tentative schedule for my 
interviews. 
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The program directors have been my link to former students. Based on my previous 
conversations with these directors, I have made contact with the students from the 2003-05 
Classes. I have made it clear to the participants and staff that participation in the study is 
voluntary and that their identity will be protected through the use of pseudonyms in this 
study. Each participant received a packet with the project description, informed consent 
letter, and interview questions. I have obtained a signed consent letter from each 
participant. In total, I have interviewed fourteen former students during a two-year period 
from 2005 through 2007 with each interview requiring 45 to 60 minutes. Appropriate 
procedures were followed based on the University of Massachusetts’ Human Subjects 
requirements (see Appendix C). 
Data Collection Procedures 
I used semi-structured interviewing because this form of qualitative 
research offers the advantages of focusing on the specific experiences and perceptions of 
individuals engaged in the area of interest, and it provides a means for probing the attitudes, 
beliefs, concerns, and opinions of the participants. 
The semi-structured student interviews followed a set of open-ended questions 
(Appendix B). I opened each interview with the question, “What do you like to do during 
your free time? - talk about your interests.” This approach enabled me to quickly establish 
a rapport and comfort level for the participants in the initial stages of the interview. 
Questions followed a uniform sequence, however, the order changed based on the 
participant’s responses and their interest in telling their stories. As the interviews proceed, I 
noted emerging themes and followed up with questions designed to further explore those 
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themes. Participants had an opportunity to review the interview questions prior to each 
interview session. Participants responded to a Likert scale rating of program features 
ranging from “not helpful” to “very helpful.” Before the participants’ responses were used 
in narrative explanations of strengths and weaknesses of program features, I conducted 
follow-up interviews with program staff and employers to provide perspective and to 
validate the student responses. 
While face-to-face, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were the primary sources 
of data for this study, they were supplemented with program documents. These materials 
provided by each program director provided additional data. I also visited each program 
and observed classes to have a better understanding of the settings. All of the data obtained 
and the subsequent analysis to discover the emerging themes has contributed to producing 
a “thick description” (Geertz, 1983 cited in Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 46) regarding the 
researched phenomenon of student interest in specific program activities. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
Data analysis is the process of bringing order, structure, and meaning to the 
mass of collected data ... It is a search for general statements about 
relationships among categories of data; it builds grounded theory (Marshall 
& Rossman, 1989, p. 112). 
During the process of data collection, I began by tentatively labeling some data 
with my first impression on the margin of the page as I recorded the field notes and the 
transcription of the interviews. After the data collection stage, I printed a copy of all the 
interview transcripts and observation field notes. I read and reread the “hard” copies 
several times. During the repeated review of all the data, patterns and regularities were 
identified, and in turn, preliminary categories (a representative word, a phrase or a sentence) 
were selected and highlighted. I created a data analysis chart to identify developing themes 
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from each interview (see Appendix F). I used the labels from the interview notes and 
grouped them into the broad emerging categories: 
To further familiarize myself with the data, I expanded these categorical notes into 
memos establishing themes (see Appendix F). Afterwards I created a separate data file 
with quotations and categories coded from one of the interview transcripts. Under these 
categories, using a constant comparative method (Merriam, 1998, p. 18), I copied and 
pasted the revealing and corresponding quotations from the other interview transcripts and 
relevant observation field notes for further review and preliminary interpretation. I found 
that some quotations have fallen under multiple categories. Following a refining process, 
similar or related categories were “clustered” into themes from which conclusions have 
been drawn (Creswell, 1994), and a few categories were modified or eliminated because 
they were not adequately supported by the data. Examples of categories that were 
eliminated were adventure programming activities and how program activities were 
presented. This process of defining and grouping categories continued until I was 
convinced that the themes and categories represent the views of the participants and that 
they are organized in a clear and meaningful way. 
In the final stage of analysis, I refocused on the purpose of my study by reflecting 
on the participants’ stories more specifically, how these former high school students 
benefited from the programs, the reasons they stay engaged in their in schoolwork, how 
they face difficulties, and how the current programs could be modified to provide transition 
activities for successful high school and post secondary experiences. 
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Trustworthiness Procedures 
Throughout the data collection and analysis process, I remained aware of 
establishing trustworthiness (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Though data are heavily drawn 
from interview transcripts, observation field notes were used for triangulation purposes. To 
verify interview content, I have contacted each participant and asked them to review my 
notes of their interviews and to check them for accuracy. I have utilized members of our 
doctoral cohort as peer debriefers for the study. I have had them review excerpts of the 
transcripts and the corresponding memos for comments and feedback. They responded to 
my ideas and questions throughout the data collection period and provide insights into my 
initial findings that were helpful in my interpretation and analysis of the data. Utilizing 
more than one method or source to study a single phenomenon allows for the verification 
or triangulation of data, which can enrich study results by neutralizing weaknesses that 
may be associated with the use of a single research method. The audit trail of the data 
collection and analysis process has been documented in the Data Management Chart 
(Appendix E) and the Data Analysis Chart (Appendix F). I kept a journal of research 
memos on the analysis of the interview data which helped in the analysis process. The 
timeline and design for this study outlines activities through March of 2008 as can be seen 
in Appendix D. 
Limitations of the Study 
The study’s limitations warrant consideration before a discussion of the results. 
One limitation involves the use of interviews focusing on the participant’s general 
perceptions instead of probing for in-depth information. This decision reflected the desire 
to establish preliminary information that might set the stage for future studies. A second 
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limitation involves the acceptance of the participant’s responses as being truthful and 
accurate. I tried to offset this limitation by verifying the accuracy of the participants 
through follow-up interviews primarily with program staff. My opinion is that the 
participants were honest; however the participants may have different recollections of the 
past events based on their newer experiences. Since participation in the study is on a 
voluntary basis, their own bias could be another source of limitation. Although, I believe 
what they considered important, what they remembered, and what they spoke about is a 
true reflection of their experiences that have impact on their beliefs. 
In conclusion, a phenomenological research strategy was employed to study how 
well current practice allows for successful transitions for students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders from high school programs to post-high school educational and career 
opportunities. The stories of former students served by these programs should inform 
policy discussions regarding school reform and areas of practice in program design. The 
context of a student’s success in high school and post-school decisions is a complicated 
issue. Besides the level of disability of each participant and the social and economic status 
of the participants, the programs’ institutional and structural characteristics, and a student’s 
experiences and expectations of their own educational process are all influencing factors in 
their beliefs and post-high school aspirations. The following chapter presents the 





Of the fourteen participants of the study, four dropped out from high school, three 
graduated with unstable employment, four graduated and have jobs, and four graduated 
and are attending college. Six participants were from the WSESU Coop, six attended 
Kindle Farm, and two attended the Wilder School. 
Daniel dropped out of the WSESU Coop with limited career development 
experience. He had very low academic skills and a low sense of self esteem. He had limited 
family support and has had unstable employment since leaving high school. Jean also 
dropped out of the Coop and had poor social interactions in high school. She had limited 
career development experience and has poor work history since leaving school. Dan 
dropped out of the Coop and has had problems with the juvenile justice system. He had 
been diagnosed with conduct disorder and a learning disability. He has completed high 
school through the department of correction’s Community High School of Vermont. John 
graduated from the Coop with limited career-vocational training and has had an unstable 
employment record. He had low academic skills and limited motivation. Josh and Brian 
graduated from the Coop with courses from the Windham Regional Career Center. Josh 
and is currently employed as a carpenter with a local building contractor, while Brian is 
employed in the food service industry. 
Mike dropped out of Kindle Farm as a junior. He was diagnosed with conduct 
disorder and displayed extremely aggressive behaviors in high school. He has had 
substance abuse problems and limited family support. Kyle graduated from Kindle Farm 
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with limited career-vocational training and has an unstable work history. He was diagnosed 
with anxiety disorder and had very low academic skills. David graduated from Kindle 
Farm without career-vocational training and has a poor work record. He had substance 
abuse problems and anger management issues. Rob dropped out of high school and return 
to school attending Kindle Farm. He graduated and is currently working as a teaching 
assistant and taking college courses part-time. Dylan attended Kindle Farm as a sixth 
grader and was diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. He graduated and is 
attending college earning an associates degree in computer technology. Bob graduated 
from Kindle Farm. He had a very difficult time as a freshman in public high school. He 
transferred to Kindle Farm, but continued to play sports at his sending school. He currently 
attends Paul Smith College studying environmental education. 
Rachael and Sean attended the Wilder School as juniors and returned to their 
sending high schools, graduating as seniors. Rachael had substance abuse problems which 
resulted in many peer conflicts. She had extensive therapeutic counseling and follow-up 
services which helped her transition back to her home high school and later to college. 
Sean also had extensive counseling to help with anger control issues. He had good 
exposure to career-vocational training which has helped him maintain steady employment 
since high school. 
See Table 3 for a summary description of the study participants. 
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Table 3. Description of Study Participants 
Participants Reason for Placement Graduation Status Present Status 
1. Daniel Poor Social Interactions and 
Low Academic Skills 
Dropout Unstable Employment 
2. Jean Anxiety Disorder and 
Poor Social Interactions 
Dropout Unstable Employment 





4.John Low Academic Skills 
and Depression 
Graduated Unstable Employment 
5. Josh Poor Social Interactions 
and Attention Deficit 
Graduated Employed as Carpenter 
6. Brian Anxiety Disorder and 
Low Academic Skills 
Graduated Employed as Food Service 
Worker 
7. Mike Conduct Disorder and 
Anger Management 
Dropout Unstable Employment and 
Substance Abuse 
8. Kyle Anxiety Disorder and 
Low Academic Skills 
Graduated Unstable Employment 
9. David Anger Management and 
Low Academic Skills 
Graduated Unstable Employment and 
Substance Abuse 
10. Rob Conduct Disorder and 
Poor Peer Relations 
Graduated Employed and Part-time 
College 
11. Dylan Attention Deficit and 
Hyperactivity Disorder 
Graduated Attending College 
12. Bob Poor Social Interactions 
and Anxiety Disorder 
Graduated Attending College 
13. Rachael Poor Peer Relations and 
Substance Abuse 
Graduated Attending College 
14. Sean Anger Management Graduated Steady Employment 
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Data Presentation and Interpretation 
The participant responses are organized in- four themes that were derived from my 
analysis of the data: (1) student motivation - “getting your work done”, (2) social skill 
development, (3) career development, and (4) other factors that have helped students since 
leaving high school. Two preliminary questions about participants’ interests and future 
goals were used to gain background knowledge and to establish a rapport with the 
participants. The first theme revolved around participant perceptions about teacher 
expectations and the importance of academics. The second theme explored social skill 
development and how discipline matters were handled in school. The next theme came 
from asking the participants to rate classes and program activities that helped them to 
complete high school. This question was modified for participants who did not complete 
high school. Individual prompts about academic classes, social skills and behavioral 
systems, mental health services, and career development activities were asked to further 
expand participants’ responses. A common theme related to career development emerged. 
Finally, the fourth theme came from asking the participants to rate classes and program 
activities that have helped them since leaving high school. These themes, explored in detail 
in the remainder of this chapter, describe program activities that former students consider 
most important to high school completion and post-high school educational and 
employment opportunities. As stated previously, program staff and employers provided 
perspective and helped to validate the student responses. 
Student Motivation - “Getting Your Work Done” 
The initial questions involved requests to identify expectations from their teachers 
as well as the classes and program activities that helped students to complete high school. 
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These questions sought to establish information about program features that students 
reported that helped them complete high school. 
All participants rated academics as their most important part of the program in 
completing high school. These classes generally involved core academics such as English, 
math and science. Teachers’ expectations included paying attention in class, completing 
homework, and getting along with people. Participants noted that rules and course outlines 
were, for the most part, clear. Students knew they needed to stick to their lessons and 
complete their assignments. 
For some students, classes needed to be more challenging. Academics needed to be 
more in-depth. One student stated science and math were good. English was least helpful to 
him - just reading and answering questions. He wanted more challenging work to do. 
Although participants rated academics as their most important part of the program, 
there was a lack of intrinsic motivation and purpose for some. Several students talked about 
“getting your work done” in order to get to do other activities. This may indicate that some 
students neglect the process of learning, but emphasize the importance of the finished 
product. 
The motivation of participants varied related to completing their academic work. 
Students responses on the importance of academics ranged from “getting your work done” 
with little intrinsic motivation to highly motivated students who had well established future 
goals. Nine students held that completing their assignments enabled them to spend time on 
other interests - playing computer games or accessing the Internet. These students said 
they were motivated by a reward system. Some had limited interests and unrealistic goals 
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for the future. Five students responded that academics were very important to their future 
goals. These students seemed to like their class work and were very motivated to do well. 
Rachael graduated from a program and is currently employed, talked about her 
interests in reading, writing and math, although she was not very motivated to do the 
academic work. 
I like reading, depending on the story. I’m a good writer, but I don’t really 
like to write. I wrote a poem about Anna (a girl that committed suicide 
while in high school). People told me it was really good. ... I’m good at 
math.... I don’t like a lot of homework. I don’t like math. I fall behind and 
don’t understand things. 
It seems that Rachael had a problem with the purpose of doing the class work. She 
doesn’t like writing, but she wrote a poem; she doesn’t like math, but she thinks she is good 
at it. Her teacher confirms that she was an excellent writer, but motivation was an issue for 
her. Her tendency of pursuing the purpose of learning may also be inferred from her 
previous response about writing the poem - a situation that was very moving for her. 
The pursuit of purpose to participate in certain activities and to fulfill certain 
school requirements could be a sign that she may consciously or unconsciously start to 
develop independence from the structure that the system provides to students. For 
example, 
I did not like to be escorted to and from class. I had a problem with some 
kids, so they assigned a person to me. I felt like a little kid. I guess they 
wanted to make sure I didn’t get into a fight. That happened before, but I 
didn’t need to be watched. 
This sense of independence, nevertheless, was premature, though. Based on 
background knowledge of the girl and her teachers’ feedback on her performance, if she 
was not “escorted,” she would most likely have had problems with other students. The 
implication for the teaching staff and the program is that teenage students need support and 
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understanding that is appropriate to their cognitive and affective development levels, while 
providing course materials relevant to their interests. 
Teachers reported, as Rachael matured, her academic interests and motivation 
increased. She had fewer conflicts with peers and was better able to manage interpersonal 
relationships. 
John graduated from a program, but has had sporadic employment talked about the 
assignments he liked working on in class: 
I liked the reading assignments we worked on. I liked math assignments. If 
you finished your work you could use the computer. Working on your 
journal, finishing your work. I liked being able to play computer games 
and go on the Internet. 
Again, this demonstrates an emphasis on getting the work done in order to get to do 
other activities. Teachers reported that John had a low sense of self-worth and it was 
difficult for him to accept constructive criticism. He also had trouble managing his 
emotions. As a result, he would try to avoid occasions for feedback by getting through his 
work so he could spend time on other interests. These behaviors have affected his ability to 
maintain employment. He stated, “I get into it at work and I don’t want to be ordered 
around.” These impulsive reactions and confrontational approach have caused him to lose 
jobs since leaving high school. 
The three students who did not complete high school spoke about their trouble 
completing academic work. Consistent with the literature, these students had deficiencies 
in the areas of basic reading, writing, and math skills. These students also had difficulties in 
developing or maintaining positive interpersonal relationships with peers and adults. 
According to their teachers, behavioral problems and off-task behaviors contributed to 
their lack of academic success. Mental health issues have also contributed to problems with 
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motivation. As a result, schoolwork is not a high priority and these students display a lack 
of interest in activities that they once enjoyed. Teachers spoke about providing individual 
tutoring and work on academic deficiencies. 
Four of the fourteen participants responded that they did not feel adequately 
challenged by their academic program. They also indicated their lack of interest in the 
school work they were assigned. 
Mike dropped out of the program. He spoke about academic work that was in 
self-contained classes for English, math and social studies. 
Science was helpful, but English wasn’t. There wasn’t enough work. It 
seemed to be busy work just to keep us quiet. 
He rated academics as low in helping him since high school. He talked about his 
future plans. 
I’ve worked in local factories. I’ve also done time in jail. I’ve been 
involved with drugs and alcohol. I don’t really get along with my family, 
especially with my father. 
He dropped out of high school as a junior, got in trouble with the law and was given 
probation and forced to attend the program. He eventually left the program because of 
trouble with students and the staff and he did not want to go back. The program director 
spoke about these circumstances. 
He was physically aggressive with students and then verbally 
inappropriate with his teacher which led to a suspension - this wasn’t his 
first major incident. There was a re-entry process set up for the student to 
return, but he wouldn’t follow through with our expectations. He didn’t 
have much family support and has had problems with substance abuse. He 
was ready to leave the program, but it will be tough for him in the future. 
Teachers who demonstrated special concern for their students were identified as a 
cause for motivation for students to complete their work. This was the case for Rob who 
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dropped out of high school and returned to graduate from a program. He reported, “My 
teachers in the program were really caring and took a lot of interest in me.” He came back 
to school at 18 years old. The program director knew him when he was in a traditional high 
school. He associated with a peer group that was constantly in trouble. As 9th and 10th 
graders, these students had behavioral problems at school and brushes with law 
enforcement. He had a hard time in large classes and he often cut classes. It seemed his peer 
influences and lack of focus resulted in him leaving school. 
I dropped out of school my sophomore year. I had problems with the 
criminal justice system - it was my choice to go back to school or be 
incarcerated. I had contact with the director of the program from pickup 
basketball in my neighborhood. So he talked to me about coming back to 
school. 
The program was much different from my high school. It was like a little 
community — small classes were easier to handle. The overall school 
population was much smaller. I didn’t get into trouble with friends like I did 
before. The personal contact helped me a lot. If you have problems they 
want you to talk it out. 
As a former high school dropout, Rob came back to school and had a very good 
experience in the program. He spoke about his understanding about the importance of 
academics, and based on his previous trouble, he was motivated to do well and get along 
with others. He is currently working in the program as a teaching assistant and taking 
college courses. 
Dylan is currently attending college was intrinsically motivated, which is why he is 
knowledgeable about his future plans. He liked working on academic subjects: 
They expected us to get our work done and to learn about things. And make 
sure you have good behavior. They expected people to be respectful of each 
other. My teachers treated me well and as I grew older, I was able to go 
along with what they wanted. By the time I was a junior, I knew I wanted to 
learn a lot about computers. I was thinking about going to college. 
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Dylan was diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder during his early 
elementary years. During the fifth and sixth grades, he was unable to focus attention and 
was often impulsive and easily distracted. He stated, “I had a hard time keeping quiet and 
focusing on class activities. I would be bouncing around from one thing to another during 
class.” His teachers report that he had difficulties with language skills, attention, and 
self-control. As he got older, his focused improved and his academic skills developed. 
By his high school years he developed specific interests in reading and using 
computers. He talked about working with computers, “ I’ve started a certification program 
in database management and computer tech support. I’m working towards an Associates 
Degree. So far I’ve earned certification in Computer Support and will earn more credits 
towards additional certifications.” He imagines that he’ll be working in the computer field 
in the future. 
Dylan is an avid reader and did well in his courses. He stated that the most 
important classes or activities included science, math, writing, and reading. He closed by 
saying, “I liked my class work in high school and now in college.” 
From discussions with program staff, it is clear that teachers worked to help 
students improve their academic skills and social development. However, as cited in the 
literature, there may be a need to focus on the reasons for students to be off task or 
misbehaving, such as the courses or activities that better meet students’ expectations, 
which are tailored to their interests and needs, and activities that encourage their curiosity. 
Social Skills Development and the Behavioral System 
There is a strong theme of behavior orientation through the credit and reward 
system in each program. A well structured behavioral management system is in place in 
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with social skills training using modeling, role play, and feedback. Participants spoke about 
managing difficult situations with positive behavioral supports in place and working with a 
behavioral specialist in each program. 
All students talked about the need for social skills. Josh mentioned, “I was part of a 
small group in middle school that helped me get along with others.” This provided him 
with additional services from special education staff in the areas of language and social 
skill development. 
Jean, who ultimately dropped out of school, talked about the structure of the 
behavioral system, “I liked the planning room - it helped me stay in school as long as I 
did.” 
Several students indicated that they liked the reward system. The reward system is 
behavior-oriented. 
Dan spoke about the need for social skills development and the behavioral structure. 
He has had a hard time managing situations. He talked about his past discipline problems at 
a public school in the early grades and also at a residential program. 
I was kicked out of a residential program. They couldn’t control me. In high 
school I was doing better. I would be sent away if I got in more trouble. 
Sometimes I lost my temper. It’s not like they could stop me or control me. 
When asked, he talked about liking the staff in high school. A paraeducator helped 
him with his work, and he liked the behavioral specialist. He thought he was a fair person. 
If I had discipline problems I went to the planning room. The teacher treated 
me well. He was firm but was good with me. In-school suspension could 
have been used more - could have been firmer. The school’s discipline rules 
could have been followed more. 
Dan, according to his teacher, was diagnosed with conduct disorder in which he 
would act out towards others in aggressive ways. He would break the rules of the class on a 
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regular basis and strike out against other students. He saw a therapist weekly and his family 
was very involved in supporting him and the school. 
Mike, a particularly challenging student spoke about his development from the 
upper elementary grades through high school. 
When I was younger there was a need to use restraints. I would lose it and 
they would need to control me and get me to calm down. As I got older they 
didn’t need to use restraints. I had fewer outbursts and got along better with 
others. 
And in high school - 
I liked how the staff handled discipline problems. Teachers would talk to 
you - try to figure out what was bothering you, not send you to the office. 
They would help me a lot to talk things out. I liked the way people treated 
me. In regular classes (mainstream classes) students would set me off. I’d 
get upset, say stuff and get kicked out of class. 
David, who dropped out of school, had limited family support and substance abuse 
problems talked about a lack of direction for the future. 
I like to work alone. Sometimes I have trouble with people bossing me 
around. I keep busy hanging out with friends, playing basketball. 
Sometimes I lose my temper with my friends and people I work with. That’s 
why I like to work alone. 
David had been referred to the Department of Children and Families during 
high school, but refused to participate in a re-entry process to return to school. We 
spoke about counseling or social skill development and he agreed that this may 
have helped him stay in school. 
I remember the Planning Room when you got in trouble. There was some 
sort of a point system if you stayed out of trouble. I think having more time 
with counselors and some sort of social skill program would have been 
good for me. I really don’t remember much of that. 
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On Counseling and Mental Health Services 
Most participants spoke about regular work with mental health counselors being 
important to them. They spoke about counselors that would help them get through stressful 
situations and helped them cope with pressures that they felt. 
In high school, I saw a HCRS counselor on a regular basis. I would get a 
ride to school each morning with the counselor. This was good to have time 
to talk about things. Things like getting along with other kids, not being 
bothered by mean kids, and figuring out how to deal with uncomfortable 
situations. 
I had counseling each week. A counselor would come to the program and 
meet with me on a regular basis. This was very helpful - good to talk to her. 
We worked on social skills and strategies to deal with situations. 
Several participants indicated that seeing a therapist was an important factor in 
managing social interactions and completing high school. Several participants are still 
seeing a counselor but, they report, on an inconsistent basis. Jean confirmed, “It was good 
to speak to a therapist while I was in school, but now I really don’t see anyone on a regular 
basis.” 
Based on participant’s responses, program descriptions, and observations the 
programs have varying levels of support for mental health services. The Wilder School 
places more emphasis on these services including individual counseling and therapy, group 
counseling, family counseling and psychiatric consultation and treatment. Also, each class 
has two family therapists and a behavioral specialist. The WSESU Coop offers therapeutic 
programs and adventure project activities along with a classroom based therapist. Kindle 
Farm has therapeutic recreational activities and traditional therapy as well as trained 
behavioral specialists. 
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Program staff spoke of the need for transition services for students who failed to 
complete high school or have unstable employment. These services could include 
counseling and mental health services and job training activities. Participants’ responses 
illustrate the critical role of counselors and therapists for students with emotional disorders. 
During my interviews and discussions with program staff, it is apparent that the 
structure of the behavioral management system is critical in developing positive 
relationships with students. Staff members spoke about behavioral supports and strategies 
for preventing challenging behavior and intervening when these behaviors did occur. 
Consistent with literature on Positive Behavioral Support (PBS), interventions focused on 
teaching and modeling desired replacement behaviors that serve the same functions as 
undesired behavior. This involved direct instruction and social skills instruction related to 
expected appropriate school behaviors. This requires systematic reinforcement of and 
focus on appropriate behaviors within multiple school environments. These strategies have 
been important contributing factors for the students’ success. 
Career Development Activities 
Participants identified pre-vocational and career vocational-technical classes that 
helped them complete high school and led to their success after high school. The 
participants spoke about varying levels of career development experiences. Nine students 
had low or limited exposure to this program feature, while five students had very high 
exposure to career - vocational programming. Although each program identifies career 
development as an important feature of their programs, the participants’ responses show 
mixed results. 
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work habits. These "hands-on" experiences create a greater sense of personal confidence 
and lower the risks associated with acquiring a job. Interest assessments are also used to 
target the specific behavior support needed for each student. Assessment information 
provides direction for job development, vocational support strategies, and training needs. 
Several Brattleboro students spoke about their strong connection with career center 
teachers. Brian graduated from the culinary arts program and is currently working in the 
food service industry spoke about two staff members who were very instrumental in 
helping him succeed. 
In the Career Center Hideaway Program (culinary arts) it was important to 
finish your work then help out with others. Our teacher stressed getting 
along with co-workers and customers. The chef and program assistant kept 
me on track and took a personal interest in my work and success. 
Josh talked about mainstream classes - classes he attended with non-program 
students. He like the active and hands-on nature of physical education and technology 
education. He later entered the career center program in Carpentry and Building Trades. 
These classes were important to his development. They were motivating to him and gave 
him a purpose to staying in school. 
Josh is currently working as a carpenter and spoke about his exposure to career 
development education at the middle school level. 
I had Tech Ed in middle school and exploratory career center classes that 
were great. Two years later, I had Construction Trades in high school. This 
was very helpful to me. Now I’m working as a carpenter for a good 
construction company. I started working there part-time while I was in the 
Construction Trades class. 
He spoke about activities or classes that would have helped him further. 
I wish I had Technical Drawing in high school. This would have been 
helpful. Also, it would be good to have more writing and reading connected 
to the construction program. 
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We talked about real world application of academics and work situations like 
meeting deadlines, expectations of his boss, and the structure of his program that helps him 
today. Josh benefited from part-time employment while in high school. This was, in 
essence, an internship or apprentice arrangement for him. 
Dylan spoke about having vocational programs all day on Mondays which included 
wilderness activities and cooking. He had computer classes 1-2 times per week. 
He was pleased that more computer classes were arranged for him at a local college tech 
center. He also noted that more frequent use of these facilities would have been good on a 
regular basis. 
They set up some time for me at Marlboro Tech Center to use their 
computers. It’s a great facility and people there would help me and gave me 
some ideas about projects I was working on. I would also talk to people 
there about my future work in the computer field. They had good ideas. 
Since high school, I’ve recently started a certification program in database 
management and computer tech support. I now have about 30 credits - half 
way to an Associates Degree. 
Dylan is currently taking classes at Hesser College for Computer Technology. He 
has earned a certification in Computer Support and will earn more credits towards 
additional certifications. He responded well to individualized attention and coaching in his 
field of interest. 
Other students may benefit from similar individualized career skills preparation as 
well as earlier pre-vocational and service learning opportunities. A school counselor, 
employment consultant or job coach could work with students individually to review 
interest surveys, discuss service learning or short term work experiences, and help them 
secure part time supported employment opportunities to develop better work habits. 
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Other Factors that Have Helped Students Complete High School 
and Have Helped Since High School 
Most graduates spoke about teachers who had especially helped students to learn. 
They spoke about teacher behaviors or characteristics that participants found most helpful 
in their success. Individual support or attention in some way proved very helpful. Students 
reported that small class sizes were also very helpful to their success. Some talked about a 
teacher’s special encouragement had been most helpful. 
Sean commented about individual help - 
This teacher spent time with me. She was willing to work with me one on 
one ... She paid attention to me, really cared about how I was doing. She 
made class fun and was nice to me. 
John spoke about support and encouragement - 
This teacher made me work and wouldn’t let me give up. She showed me 
how to solve some problems and I did well on a test. So now she expected 
me to do well every time. She kept on me to do my best. 
My teachers were nice to me. They were interested in how I was doing. 
Some had different styles 
Students Completing School. The participants’ reported reasons for 
completing high school were not surprising. They consistently viewed their education 
as important to their learning and future livelihood. Bob represented this widely held 
belief, “It was important to finish high school and get on with my life. By my senior 
year, I had a good sense of what I’d be doing for the next few years.” Bob seemed to 
understand the importance of education in making the transition from school to 
adulthood. Others talked about their personal development helping them complete 
high school. Rachael stated, “I matured a lot from my early years in high school to 
when I was a junior and senior. The staff and program activities helped me to grow up 
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and develop personal goals.” Many participants seemed to see their personal 
development as a major factor in completing school. This shows that a student’s effort 
in school is linked to his or her development and future outcomes. 
Changes that Could be Made. Many participants offered insights into the types 
of changes they could make to help them complete high school. These changes 
focused on a change in attitude or behavior. Rob spoke about changes in his attitude, “I 
guess when I came back to school I had a better attitude. I could tell people were trying 
to help me and I responded pretty well to them.” Rachael also stated, “My behavior 
improved a lot as I grew older. I had fewer conflicts with students and teachers. I 
matured and wasn’t into the craziness like when I was younger.” 
It seems that such comments present a unique opportunity to use the IEP 
process to address individual needs as perceived by the youths themselves. Under such 
a process, an individual’s comments about needed personal changes could be 
appropriate IEP objectives. The IEP then could be structured to allow the student to 
monitor progress toward objectives he or she had identified as important for 
completing school. 
Participants’ suggestions for changes to help more students complete school 
included changes in program and teacher support. They believe additional support 
provided better access to knowledge and learning opportunities. Brian stated, “I would 
get one-on-one help for some of my classes. That’s the only way I could have passed 
math. I would get small group help in other classes.” They made suggestions for 
teachers to individualize as much as possible. Dan also remarked, “I would get lost in 
large classes. I needed smaller groups to help me figure things out. More help from 
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teachers would be good.” This may have implications for teacher training and 
pro-social skill development. Training for teachers could include help for them to 
better manage resistance from students. 
Participants spoke of teachers who really helped them to learn and cared about 
them. These teachers had provided extra help, had good relationships with them, 
provided special encouragement, and made learning fun. Mike summed it up for many 
students when he stated, as previously quoted, “I liked the way people treated me . . 
Teachers would talk to you — try to figure out what was bothering you ... They would 
help me and wouldn’t let me give up.” 
These comments provided a clear image of what it meant to be an effective 
teacher in the eyes of the participants. It is important to encourage teachers to model 
these behaviors and get schools to reward those teachers that already do. 
The table that follows identifies the extent to which the three programs studied 
include the previously identified program features that have been proven to be 
effective in promoting post-school outcomes for students with E/BD. The rating 
scale of low, medium, and high is a holistic measure related to specific program 
features. The program ratings were primarily based on student reports. When there 
was a discrepancy with the formal program descriptions and student responses, I 
spoke to program staff to determine the final rating. 
Each of the E/BD programs studied offer program features and interventions to 
promote positive school outcomes. Each program emphasizes individualized academic 
programs coordinated with social skills development. There appears to be a well-structured 
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behavioral management system in each of the programs. Former students and their teachers 
illustrated the importance of students having access to mental health and therapeutic 
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services with strong family involvement. More services in this area may be needed. The 
programs have some exposure to vocational and community-based learning opportunities; 
however these do not appear to be a comprehensive feature of each program. 
These features, when implemented, result in decreases in problem behaviors and 
increases in academic engagement. However, these interventions should be considered as 
an integrated approach to comprehensive programming for students with emotional or 
behavioral disorder. Unless their unique needs are addressed, these students are at risk for 
dropping out of school, being arrested, and/or failing to be successfully included in their 
communities. Schools must address the intense social, emotional, and behavioral needs of 
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students with E/BD so that their chances for successful post-secondary success are 
improved and they can be successfully included in their communities. 
The next chapter discusses the research findings with reference to the existing 
literature on program activities that students consider most important to high school 
completion and post-high school educational and employment opportunities. It also makes 
policy and practice recommendations for program design changes and raises questions for 
future research in the area in question. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The purpose of this study is to present a student perspective on how well current 
practice allows for successful transitions for students with emotional or behavioral 
disorders from high school programs to post-high school educational and career 
opportunities. I asked students which program activities they considered most important to 
high school completion and post-high school educational and employment opportunities. 
Given the exploratory nature of this study, the major data source of the study is interviews 
ol the participants about their life experiences as students in E/BD programs. In addition, 
follow-up interviews were conducted with program directors, teachers and employers. 
This chapter begins with a summary of the findings, which is followed by a 
discussion of the research results in relation to existing literature. The study concludes with 
recommendations for future practice, policy and research. 
Summary of Research Findings 
The study findings indicate that those participants who have graduated from a 
program and successfully entered college or the workforce have a strong sense of the 
intrinsic value of academics, strong pro-social skills and have been exposed to relevant 
career development programs. Program participants that have failed to complete high 
school or have unstable employment did not have access to the program features that 
addressed their unique and varied needs. These students would have benefited from a more 
formal integrated service model that includes counseling and mental health services, job 
training, and transition planning. 
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The findings provide insight into program features that affect the quality of services 
and activities as perceived by the former students themselves. The use of an 
individual-interview process that focuses on the perceptions of students assumes that 
interventions, to be effective, must respond to the perceived needs of the students - at least 
as they are able to articulate them retrospectively. Programs that fail to foster such 
satisfaction may be inadequate, given the field’s expressed ambition that students have 
access to an appropriate program tailored to their unique needs. The results have both 
practice and policy implications for program design that may result in improved outcomes 
for students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
Discussion of Research Findings 
When studying the reasons for student engagement and successful transitions to 
post-high school educational and employment opportunities, it is important to listen to the 
students directly affected by program activities and program design. A stated underlying 
core value of programs serving students with emotional or behavioral disorders is that 
students make progress best when they participate in program decision making thus 
increasing both their empowerment and responsibility. Giving some kind of voice to 
students most affected by program decisions should truly be empowering and give them a 
better sense of purpose about their studies. 
Student participants as well as the research literature have helped to identify 
important themes that will serve to inform the program staff, administrators, and policy 
makers. These themes include (1) student motivation and purpose, (2) social skill 
development, (3) community service learning, (4) career development activities, and (5) 
wraparound sendees or an integrated service model. 
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Student Motivation and Purpose 
Students indicate that they have varying levels of academic and behavioral 
motivation. Some students are motivated by a reward system, while others are more 
intrinsically motivated to learn about topics of interest. All students indicated interest in 
career exploratory and career development activities. 
As referenced in Chapter 2, much of the research data on the status of students with 
E/BD comes from the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education 
Students (NLTS, 1987-1993 and NLTS2, 2002-2004). For students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders there is a wide variance in motivation and sense of purpose in the 
pursuit of learning. While individuals with E/BD are a heterogeneous group, there are 
common characteristics associated with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
Characteristics identified in the study participants have included deficiencies in the 
areas of basic reading, writing, and arithmetic skills as well as skills related to other content 
subjects. Six participants fit this characteristic of severe deficiencies in basic academic 
skills. In addition to academic difficulties, deficiencies have been identified in their 
inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and adults. 
All participants had trouble establishing positive relationships, but seven participants were 
unable to maintain healthy interpersonal relations in high school. Teachers reported that 
several students displayed chronic behavior problems, including noncompliance, 
aggression, and disrespect toward authority figures. 
Major depression is also recognized in students with E/BD. This disorder is 
demonstrated by changes in emotion such as feelings of sadness, worthlessness and 
problems with motivation. The participants’ teachers confirmed these characteristics for 
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their students. As a result, schoolwork declined and students showed limited interest in 
activities that they once enjoyed. These feelings had a major impact on the student’s ability 
to successfully complete school and led to higher dropout rates. After leaving school, these 
students have experienced lower employment rates overall. 
These experiences are consistent among the fourteen participants of this study. 
There is strong evidence that the participants’ teachers provided individualized coaching 
for class work and appropriate academic remediation. It is also apparent from participant 
responses that there was support and understanding of student’s cognitive and affective 
levels of development. However, there may be a need to consider the reasons for students 
being off task or misbehaving, and to focus on the courses or activities that better meet 
students’ expectations, which are tailored to their interests and needs, and activities that 
encourage their curiosity. The often cited response by students, “Getting your work done” 
neglects the process of learning but emphasizes the product. 
A stated goal of each program is to assess each student’s learning style and 
strengths to better design his/her instruction. Literature cited previously considers 
curricular modifications using functional assessments to identify activities associated with 
problematic behavior and student preferences and interests. Curriculum modifications 
were made in each program so that the instructional objectives were maintained, while 
attempts were made to incorporate activities in the area of individual student interest. 
This study’s findings indicate that support efforts were focused directly on 
modifying the curriculum to reduce problem behaviors and to set the occasion for 
appropriate behavior as confirmed by the research literature. Teacher’s careful examination 
of a student s curriculum has identified academic, social, and behavioral expectations or 
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situations that are associated with occurrences and non-occurrences of the problem 
behavior. Teachers identified alternative intervention strategies in which the completion of 
tasks could be enhanced. As an example, program staff modified curriculum by allowing 
students to complete lengthy written assignments using computers, tape recorders, or other 
methods that encouraged on-task behavior and increased productivity. Program staff also 
cited curricular modifications that positively influenced behavior while maintaining 
academic goals and increasing student motivation. Moreover, several of the curricular 
modifications required minimal efforts to implement, allowing their use by classroom 
teachers. This approach was evident from the students’ perspective. 
Social Skills Development 
The results of this study confirm the researchers’ speculation about social skills 
development as a strategy applied in each program that leads to improved post-school 
outcomes for students with E/BD. Effective social skills training and instruction involves 
individual planning. Social skills training is one of the most effective interventions for the 
most challenging behaviors, but only when it teaches specific behaviors to students based 
on their individual needs. 
Social skills development continues to be an area that is emphasized in the E/BD 
classes and programs studied. Program classrooms with social skills training primarily 
used modeling and role playing. Students also worked in small groups to engage in positive 
social skills activities. As observed in this study, programs offered group counseling 
sessions for students to set individual and group goals, determine privileges, and learn and 
practice specific social and personal skills. 
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Also evident in the programs studied was the use of many theories associated with 
Positive Behavioral Support (PBS) as an intervention for preventing behavioral problems. 
As cited earlier, PBS is based on the premise that schools address the full range of 
behavioral issues and needs of the student population, including strategies for preventing 
challenging behavior and intervening when such behavior does occur. 
The programs studied and research have shown that the implementation of 
punishment, especially when it is used inconsistently and in the absence of other positive 
strategies, is ineffective. Introducing, modeling, and reinforcing positive social behavior is 
an important element of a student’s educational experience in each program. Teaching 
behavioral expectations and rewarding students for following them is a much more 
positive approach than waiting for misbehavior to occur before responding. The purpose of 
PBS is to establish a climate in which appropriate behavior is the norm. 
The findings of this study confirmed that each program utilized some form of a 
behavioral management or support system as described in the literature. These systems 
include a combination of incentives, positive reinforcement, and natural consequences to 
help students with the social and emotional challenges that they encounter. 
Community Service Learning 
As stated in the program descriptions, community-based learning is an important 
component of E/BD programs. 
Community settings offer successful learning environments for students 
with emotional and behavioral challenges. . . . Community access is an 
important part of the program because the structured incidental learning of 
skills parallels and expands classroom instruction and can incorporate all 
areas of the curriculum (vocational, academic, leisure, and social skills). 
Students need concrete experiences as well as theoretical knowledge in 
order to develop practical skills that they will use in their adult lives. 
[WSESU Coop Program Goals] 
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A strong argument for program expansion in the areas of service learning and 
career development comes from literature, program goals, interviews and observations. 
Cited earlier from, Curriculum for caring: Service-Learning for behaviorally disordered 
students, Nicolaou and Brendtro (1983) suggest that skill development is needed and 
encouraged through service learning and career development activities. There is sufficient 
evidence from this study to support the conclusion that both students and teachers believe 
service-learning opportunities help to empower students. 
The data from this study indicate that the students made significant gains in 
self-esteem and academic achievement, and judged their experiences in the community to 
be positive. For participants with service learning experience, benefits reported included 
self-confidence, social skills, organizational skills, community and peer connection, 
communication, career skill building and career development and computer/technological 
competence. 
However, few participants spoke about their actual involvement in service learning. 
More cited limited employment opportunities which included short-term work experiences 
in the community. These experiences were designed to give students more confidence in 
the work place and social settings outside of school and to expose them to practical skills in 
those settings. 
Career Development Activities 
This study confirms that participants were interested in learning more about career 
development activities and career possibilities earlier in their high school years. As 
previously cited, obstacles that students with E/BD face in finding and maintaining 
employment are significant. Studies cited above suggest that workers with E/BD 
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experience longer delays in obtaining employment after graduation from school, lower 
percentages of employment after leaving school, and lower employment rates overall. This 
was also true for study participants. 
Program staff and employers confirm that six of the fourteen participants have had 
difficulty maintaining employment. Over the past three years, these participants with 
unstable work have held multiple, short-term jobs rather than a single job over time. In 
addition, several participants have been employed part-time rather than full-time since 
leaving school. 
As cited in “Vocational Support Strategies for Students with Emotional Disorders” 
(Schelly, 1995), after obtaining a job, students may have difficulties following instructions, 
staying on task, accepting feedback, planning ahead, and demonstrating socially 
acceptable work behaviors. Further, without supported employment arrangements, which 
could include job coaching, participants have avoided risk-taking situations in seeking 
employment. It is rare for any of them to display a strong work ethic, take initiative, come 
to work on time, and show respect. The study results illustrate the importance for programs 
to offer students mentors and role models that demonstrate effective work habits and skills 
in career development activities while still in school. 
Another strategy cited in the literature and referred to by program staff is the 
School-to-Work Vocational Training programs. These are coordinated efforts between 
schools and the community to design and provide an appropriate, individualized education 
for students with E/BD that move students from the school environment to the work 
environment to improve post-school outcomes for students with E/BD. 
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Study participants who were provided with specific job training and experiences 
through vocational work placements, job coaching', and other related activities were able to 
secure sustainable employment after high school. Other studies found that high school 
students with E/BD with specific vocational education and on-the-job training all 
experienced lower dropout rates from high school and higher rates of post-school 
employment. 
The results of this study, along with previous research, help to clarify the efficacy of 
vocational education for students with E/BD. The current results confirm the findings of 
early studies indicating that vocational education, and specifically on-the-job training, help 
predict post-school employment. 
Wraparound Services or an Integrated Service Model 
As referred to in Chapter 2, mental health or wraparound services is a system of 
care in which families and all appropriate service providers - such as mental health 
providers, community organizations, and school professionals — collaborate to provide a 
support system to keep children with emotional or behavioral disabilities in their 
communities, homes and schools. 
Another element of an integrated service model for improving post-school 
outcomes of students with E/BD is transition planning. The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA, 1990, 1997,2004) mandates transition planning from high school to 
adulthood for students with disabilities. It is clear that participants of the study had 
difficulties transitioning from high school to adult life. Several participants may have 
benefited from a more intentional transition planning process. Transition planning should 
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be an integral part of the individual education planning (IEP) process utilized by school 
personnel working with students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
Study participants who failed to complete high school or have unstable 
employment may have benefited from a more formal integrated service model that 
included counseling and mental health services, job training, and transition planning. 
Participants who graduated and have steady employment or are in college had access to 
more of these services. 
These integrated services could include counseling, financial counseling, job 
training, mentoring and coaching, and health services. Current research efforts in the 
provision of wraparound planning are validating the long-term benefits possible with this 
strategy for individuals with E/BD (ERIC/OSEP Improving Post-School Outcomes, 2000). 
These integrated services would have been important for several study participants. 
Providing these services before they complete school would likely improve their 
post-school success. 
Recommendations 
Administrators, curriculum specialists, and staff working with students with E/BD 
should design programs that incorporate features that have proved effective at meeting the 
needs of the students they serve. Educational programs have limited funds and need to 
focus their efforts on programming that is proven to work. This study and summary of prior 
research has helped me examine the unique characteristics and special needs of this 
population and the importance of matching program features to those student needs. 
Students need support and understanding that are appropriate to their cognitive and 
affective developmental levels, while providing educational opportunities relevant to their 
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interests and post-school lives. Effective programming that incorporates a variety of 
field-tested program components and features will improve the outcomes of students after 
they leave high school. 
Recommendations for Practice 
The following four recommendations for practitioners are related to curriculum 
design to enhance learning, service learning opportunities for middle school students, 
career development activities that are part of a student s formal programming, and 
consistent mental health services for students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
Curriculum Design Appropriate for Learning. As described in the study and 
supported by the literature, the program features identified in the previous Tables 1 and 3 
are important elements to promote student success. Specifically, curriculum should be 
implemented that support efforts to reduce problem behaviors and to set the occasion for 
learning. Curricula should be used that assess student abilities and interests so that the 
instructional objectives are maintained, but the activities can incorporate areas of 
individual student interest. When these preferred activities or features of activities are 
incorporated into a student’s curriculum, reductions in problem behavior and 
improvements in desirable behavior have been observed. Student preferences and interests 
are important considerations in reducing problematic behavior of students. Curricular 
modifications and functional assessments should be integral components of a student’s 
academic program. 
This strategy of alternative curricula combined with social skills training and 
instruction, provides effective interventions for the most challenging behaviors when it 
teaches specific behaviors to students based on their individual needs. 
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Program design and literature emphasize a well structured behavioral management 
system. E/BD programs incorporate behavior management that include social skills 
training and instruction using modeling, role play, and positive feedback. Each program 
utilizes a behavioral support system which includes a team approach to problem-solving 
with administrative support and systematic reinforcement of appropriate behaviors with 
natural consequences for students. 
Through the program and literature review, it is apparent that the structure of the 
behavioral management system is critical in developing positive relationships with 
students. A pro-social behavioral system must be an integral part of the program’s 
curriculum. This pro-social curriculum creates an environment in which: a) learning and 
teaching are valued, and aggressive, unsafe behavior are discouraged; b) respect, 
responsibility, cooperation, and other highly valued character traits are taught and 
encouraged; c) individual differences are valued rather than criticized; d) educating 
students with disabilities can be supported more effectively and efficiently, and e) teaching 
fundamental skills like reading and math can be maximized (Sugai et al., 2000). 
There are many demands on instructional time, and the school staff should consider 
“double-dipping” whenever possible. For example, leisure time activities might be 
emphasized in a specially designed physical education program, medical care issues might 
be part of a health class, and identifying careers that include working with animals might 
be part of a science unit. Social skills can be taught using bibliotherapy - the use of 
literature to teach problem solving and coping skills - while also teaching language arts 
and/or social studies. 
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Introduce Community Service Learning Opportunities in Middle School. 
Community based learning is an important component of the programs for students with 
emotional or behavioral disorders. Community settings offer successful learning 
environments for students with emotional and behavioral challenges. It is recommended 
that these community service opportunities become more available to middle school and 
entering high school students. This has been confirmed by program staff in all three 
program settings. High school students could receive more formal job training and course 
credit for community service learning activities. Also, there should be job coaches 
associated with these opportunities. 
The research makes a strong case for developing service learning opportunities 
early in the secondary grade levels - middle school and early high school grades. Nicolaou 
and Brendtro (1983) advocate for a “curriculum of caring” for students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders. 
Formalize Career Development Activities. It is important that while students are 
still in school, they are provided with specific job training and experiences through 
vocational work placements, job coaching, and other related opportunities. These are 
strategies that are empowering and give students a better sense of purpose, self-esteem, and 
will ultimately promote higher educational achievement. There is a need to expand and 
formalize career development activities for students with emotional or behavioral disorders 
in the programs studied. When I spoke to students about these activities - meeting with the 
school counselor, career awareness programs, exposure to vocational programs, each 
student stated either that they benefited from such programs or expressed interest in having 
more exposure to this area. 
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Career vocational exploratory programs should be part of the middle school 
curriculum. Career awareness activities should be introduced in the middle grades as career 
exploratory opportunities. Programs such as The Real Game and CX-Bridges provide early 
exposure to career awareness. Information from these interest assessments should be used 
to target the specific behavior support needed for each student. Assessment information 
provides direction for job development, vocational support strategies, and training needs. 
Pre-vocational or introductory pre-tech classes should be available to students 
entering high school. Support for students who require intensive services and support 
should be assigned job coaches to allow for access into career development activities and 
classes. These activities should include career — vocational programming including 
real-life job experiences such as supported employment. This emphasis on career 
exploration and vocational training will help provide a motivation and purpose to students’ 
academic work, rather than just “getting it done.” Students will become more invested in 
their learning as they see the relevance in what they are doing. 
Provide Consistent Mental Health Counseling and Therapeutic Services. Each of 
the three E/BD programs includes mental health counseling and therapeutic services. 
While there appears to be a focus of matching individual student and family needs with 
community agencies and resources, there are various levels of support in each program for 
these services. Only one program has a comprehensive mental health component as an 
integrated service. Whether these services are referred to as Wraparound, Family Support 
Services, or High Risk Interventions, they all create a system of care in which families and 
all appropriate service providers - such as mental health providers, community 
organizations, and school professionals - collaborate to provide a support system to keep 
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children with emotional or behavioral disabilities in their communities, homes and schools. 
The lack of access to these services will constitute a serious initial hurdle for students in the 
programs without these comprehensive services. 
Recommendations for Educational Policy 
The following recommendations for educational policy relate to the most recent 
requirements from IDEA, 2004 in the areas of transition services, IEP services, and 
professional development for highly qualified teachers using research-based procedures. 
Provide Transition Services to Promote Successful Post School Outcomes. It is 
important for school districts to provide effective transition services to promote successful 
post school education or employment opportunities. Ensure that when planning for 
transitions, the IEP Team considers multiple aspects including (a) the coursework the 
student is currently taking and how well it prepares him/her for the future; (b) the student’s 
preparation and interest in postsecondary education, vocational training, employment, 
adult services, independent living, and community participation. 
School districts must ensure that for a student that is 16 years of age, or younger if 
appropriate, the Team includes in the IEP services that promote transition of the student 
from school to post-school activities. These activities should include post-secondary 
education, vocational training, integrated employment (including supported employment), 
continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community 
participation. Another area to consider is whether the transition services are based on the 
student’s needs, taking into account the student’s preferences and interests. 
Furthermore, the IDEA 1997 and 2004 requires that the IEP of each student 
beginning at age 14, and updated annually, include a statement of the transition service 
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needs of the child under the applicable components of the IEP that focuses on the child’s 
course of study. It is important for the Team to consider the course of study in relation to the 
student’s future goals. Many students will benefit from transition planning activities that 
begin in middle school. Goal setting activities should be based on age-appropriate 
transition assessments related to education, employment, and, where appropriate, 
independent living skills. Age-appropriate transition assessments might include interest 
inventories, and other assessment tools that can help identify an individual’s special 
talents. 
Transition planning and the IEP process could be used to address individual needs 
as perceived by the youths themselves. Under such a process, an individual’s comments 
about needed personal changes could be appropriate IEP objectives. The IEP then could be 
structured to allow the student to monitor progress toward objectives he or she had 
identified as important for completing school. 
Youth with E/BD should respond to informative feedback that documents their 
personal development. Individualized education programs (IEPs) should be informative in 
the sense that students receive concrete evidence that their work in school is helping them 
get a good job or prepare for college. 
School personnel must work closely with students to help establish a timeline and 
set realistic goals and objectives. This transition plan can be reviewed repeatedly to guide 
support services, check progress, and adjust goals. In this way, service provision is youth 
driven and shows positive results. Transition planning should be an integral part of the 
individual education planning (IEP) process utilized by school personnel working with 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders. 
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Provide Adequate Resources to Effectively Coordinate Multi-Agency Plans for 
Students. As stated earlier, it remains crucial that the individualized education programs 
(IEPs) and special education services are carefully and closely linked to a student’s goals. 
Schools are responsible for bringing in representatives from other agencies, such as 
rehabilitative services or post-secondary education, to be part of the IEP transition 
planning. These agencies may also be responsible for the delivery of some services needed 
by the student. Should other agencies fail to provide the agreed upon services, schools must 
find alternative ways to meet the IEP objectives for the student. Recent studies indicate that 
there is a need to improve participation of outside agencies in transition planning. For 
example, Vocational Rehabilitative counselors participated in only 13 percent of the IEPs, 
and other representatives (post-secondary education, advocates, and consultants) 
participated in only 3 percent of the IEPs (IDEA, 2004). 
It is also important for a program staff person be designated as the transition 
specialist to coordinate these services from outside agencies. This would usually be the IEP 
case manager. In order to maximize success, the staff needs to develop and maintain 
relationships that provide a foundation for the student to be motivated to participate. Staff 
also must understand the student’s individual interests, needs and goals in order to work 
effectively with the individual. 
Service-delivery elements should be located off campus and not solely through the 
public schools. This allows students to be served in the community and to be away from a 
setting (the high school) that may not have been successful for them. Effective transition 
programming should include community agency involvement to help the student take a 
first step into the adult service system. 
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Provide Professional Development for Special Educators and General Educators. 
Provide continued and ongoing professional development for special educators and general 
educators working together identifying good models that support strong achievement of 
students with E/BD with training toward more use of those models. This training would 
also be available for parents on how these models can contribute to better outcomes for 
their students. 
With the move toward greater inclusion and providing instruction in the general 
education curriculum, there is an increased need for general education teachers to be 
well-informed about how to effectively educate students with E/BD. It is essential for 
teacher education programs to train general educators to work with the increasingly diverse 
populations in their classrooms (including students with varying disabilities, abilities, 
socioeconomic standing, and cultural backgrounds). Necessary skills include the ability to 
actively engage students in coursework that is relevant to student backgrounds and 
interests, effectively organize a classroom environment, and manage student behavior 
using strategies that are evidence based (e.g., techniques to increase active student 
responding, small group or peer tutoring, applied principles of reinforcement, including the 
use of immediate feedback). In addition, opportunities for staff development must be 
provided on a regular basis to update and maintain skills. 
Professional development must be high-quality that is sustained, intensive, and 
classroom focused. This professional development should involve research-based 
practices and other developments in special education. 
Program Activities Should be Based on Peer-Reviewed Research. Often schools 
rely on programs and practices that have not been proven to work, at the expense of 
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students. Under IDEIA, students’ IEPs must include a statement of the special education 
and related services and supplementary aids. Furthermore, these services must be based on 
peer-reviewed research to the extent practicable. The term peer-reviewed research means 
that the services provided must be based on reliable evidence that the program or service 
works. Peer-reviewed programs are scientifically based research. Scientifically based 
research applies the rigorous, systematic, and objective methods of science to examine and 
validate instructional practices. This research (a) relies on direct observation and objective 
measurement to provide valid data; (b) controls, examines, or assesses factors to eliminate 
alternative explanations; (c) uses rigorous data analysis; and (d) is published in 
peer-reviewed journals. Additionally, all professional development activities should be 
grounded in scientifically based research and should focus on improving student academic 
achievement. 
Special Education Teachers Should Understand and Use Research-Based 
Procedures and Practices. Often schools have used programs and practices based on the 
latest fads and personal bias. Unfortunately, this often is true in special education. Benefits 
to students will not be realized when unproven programs and ineffective instructional 
strategies are used. Therefore, administrators and program directors should engage in (a) 
hiring practices that emphasize the importance of their teachers’ knowing and using 
research-based practices, and (b) arranging professional development activities that ensure 
that their teachers understand and can properly implement educational practices that are 
based on the latest research. Special education programming must produce meaningful 
educational benefits, and the way administrators can ensure that this happens is by 
requiring and assisting teachers to use what works. 
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Implications for Theory 
Implication for future research and theory include instituting a formal data 
collection system to follow student outcomes, and conducting a needs assessment and 
program review for the purpose of ongoing program improvement. 
Formalize Data Collection to Make Determinations on Whether the Outcomes for 
Students are Improving. Formalize data collection to make determinations on whether the 
outcomes for students with E/BD are improving. This could involve surveying students six 
months after leaving high school and a follow-up survey at the three year anniversary. 
Baseline data should be collected on dropout rates, graduation rates, suspension/expulsion 
rates, post-school education, employment rates, and other indicators. 
Also, summative and formative data should be collected regularly - summative at the end 
of a program, and formative data-during the course of instruction. 
Special education administrators and program directors must be able to collect data 
to determine if the programs are working and their students are making progress toward 
meeting their measurable annual goals. Although existing data-collection systems can 
result in improved instructional programs, it is important that a progress-monitoring 
system is used to help ensure that programs provide meaningful educational benefits. 
Involve Program Staff and Supervisors in a Program Needs Assessment. This 
study demonstrated that former students can be articulate and focused about their needs as 
high school students, and about the value of program features they experienced or wish 
they had experienced. Perhaps current students can also be articulate and focused about 
their needs and about the value of current or potential program features. Since program 
staff may be able to learn from listening to students’ views of their programs, I recommend 
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that program staff and supervisors participate in a program needs assessment that includes 
follow-up focus group interviews with students. These interviews can be an important 
element in determining the effectiveness of changes in programs. Results of these focus 
groups may mirror previously stated recommendations for practice and will likely provide 
students with better transitioning from middle school to the high school programs, provide 
more opportunities to transition to mainstream classes at the high school level, including 
vocational programs, and provide students with more community-based learning 
opportunities. 
From this study, two specific focused discussions are warranted in the area of 
career vocational placements and mental health services. Districts could conduct focus 
groups of students and families to identify the need for access and services. This could 
identify areas to build capacity to better serve students who need specific vocational 
training with significant mental health issues. The needs assessment could focus on career 
awareness activities, and school and interagency services for students with serious 
emotional or behavioral disorders. 
Further Program Review. Further study of programs and adult services should be 
conducted to determine what factors contribute to the poor pattern of outcomes for young 
people with E/BD and opportunities to improve those outcomes. This could be achieved by 
conducting a self-assessment of the current discipline system of the program. Establish a 
way to collect discipline referrals and other data annually to evaluate the effectiveness of 
positive behavioral support efforts. Additionally, there should be a special review in the 
area of least restricted environment and out-of-district placements as well as an effort to 
ensure that districts with high numbers of students with emotional or behavioral disorders 
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receive adequate resources and appropriate professional development. This review should 
also be annual, thereby becoming the basis for continuous program improvement. When 
program changes are made they should be followed-up with a review to see if the changes 
are working as intended. 
Future Considerations. The following are questions that program staff, 
administrators, and district special educators should consider related to programming for 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders: 
1) Was the student’s programming based on his or her unique educational needs as 
determined by assessments? 
2) Were the student’s measurable annual goals selected to provide meaningful 
educational benefits? 
3) Were the student’s special education services based on peer-reviewed 
literature? 
4) Was the student’s progress measured? 
5) Were changes made to the student’s program if he or she did not progress 
satisfactorily? 
Conclusion 
Public schools are designed to provide instructional programs that foster the 
educational success of all students and shape citizens who can contribute in positive ways 
to society. Working to promote successful school experiences for students with emotional 
or behavioral disorders can be a particularly challenging task because of the necessity for * 
multi-faceted and cohesive programming to effectively meet multiple needs. 
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Complex problems such as facilitating success for students with E/BD are rarely 
solved with simple, one dimensional strategies. One issue critical to the selection and 
program planning process involves examining the resources available for program 
implementation. Sustained, cohesive programming is essential, in contrast to offering 
isolated programs that do not reach out to include collaborative efforts with others 
throughout the school, or with parents and community members. Students with E/BD have 
many strengths, and their teachers are talented individuals. Nonetheless, effective, 
cohesive, programming is necessary and presents specific challenges that require 
understanding the issues faced by students with E/BD, advanced skills in program 
implementation, and a comprehensive approach that is cohesive, multi-faceted, and 
multi-tiered. 
The participants in this study faced considerable challenges in trying to complete 
high school. Research on students with E/BD shows that these students tend to have a 
limited potential for success in high school, a negative experience in school, and limited 
access to support. The post-school outcomes of the fourteen participants in this study 
mirror the results from national studies. Although the sample size of this study is very 
small, there are some consistent trends. Dropout rates nationally are reported at 50 percent 
with unemployment rates as high. While this sample has a 28 percent dropout rate, the 
percent of students with unstable employment is 50 percent which is consistent with 
national averages. Another outcome for the sample group is that 50 percent have stable 
jobs or are attending post-high school programs. Four students from this study or 28 
percent are in college, while nationally 28.6 percent complete post-high school programs. 
These national statistics come from the NLTS2 of 2002 and 2004. 
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Participants in this study have a distinct appreciation for specific classroom 
environments and teacher behaviors, while having apprehension for program features that 
they found troubling. The key may be to focus attention on comprehensive programming to 
meet their complex needs. 
The stories of these participants support the hypothesis that special education 
students with emotional or behavioral disorders who have comprehensive programming 
through a well-integrated approach in the areas of social skills instruction, community 
service learning, career and vocational development, and transition planning will 
experience higher rates of post-high school educational and career opportunities. Unless 
their unique needs are addressed, these students are at risk for dropping out of school, 
being arrested, and/or failing to be successfully included in their communities post-high 
school. Schools must address the intense social/emotional/behavioral needs of students 
with E/BD so that their chances for successful post-secondary success are improved and 
they can be successfully included in their communities. 
My hope is that educators will direct more attention to the development of 
programs that improve a student’s capacity to finish school and improve their post school 
outcomes, while adopting program features that alter the pattern of school dropout. 
As a researcher, I am aware of the importance of listening to and hearing the voices 
of those we are supposed to serve as educators, examining what might have been taken for 
granted based on personal biases, and searching for alternative interpretations of the 
effectiveness of the services we are providing. 
In my district, I shall review the findings of this study with program staff, 
supervisors, and building and district administrators. Additionally, I will forward an 
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executive summary of the conclusions of this study and my recommendations related to 




INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
Dear Participant: 
I am conducting a qualitative research project as part of my doctoral studies program in 
the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. This letter is to 
provide you with an overview of my project, a form that I am asking you to sign, and a 
summary of the interview questions so that you will have an understanding of the topic to 
be studied. 
I am conducting a study of the effectiveness of intensive special needs programs that 
serve students with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD). I wish to study the current 
services and look at ways to strengthen the programs. The study will examine ways to 
modify current programs to enhance transition activities for students in the areas of career 
and vocational development, community service learning, and post-high school transition 
planning. 
The purpose of the study is to investigate key components and activities of E/BD programs 
from the perspective of recent high school graduates. This study considers the student 
point of view about program activities that they consider most important to their high 
school completion and post-high school educational and employment opportunities. 
Staff and student participation wilt entail my observing in the classroom a few times for the 
length of the class periods. With your permission, there will be interviews lasting about 
45-60 minutes each and these will be tape-recorded. Staff participation will involve 
follow-up interviews lasting approximately 45-60 minutes. 
Your identity will be protected through the use of pseudonyms in this project and any future 
publications or presentations. You may be quoted directly but your name will not be used 
in any part of the report. All data will be stored in a secure location. Please understand that 
you may withdraw from the study at any time, without prejudice. 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 254-3730 or email at 
rsf3hley@wssu.k12.vt.us. I appreciate your willingness to give your time to help me with 
this project. Please sign this informed consent document. Keep one copy for yourself and 




University of Massachusetts at Amherst 
Participant signature Date 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - FORMER STUDENTS OF E/BD PROGRAMS 
1. What do you like to do during your free time? - talk about your interests. 
2. What are your interests and future goals - what do you want to be doing five years from 
now? Ten years from now? 
3. What have you been doing since you left high school? 
4. What did your teachers expect from you? 
5. Were you satisfied with the way that teachers handled student discipline problems? 
If not, please describe how you think that they should have handled them. 
6 * Please rate each of the classes and program activities you participated in that helped 
you complete high school: * Question 6 will be modified for students who did not complete high 
school - rate each of the classes and program activities you participated in that helped you in high school. 
RATING SCALE 
Not Helpful Very Helpful Not Aware 
Academic work in the program 
(self-contained classes - English, Math, etc): 1 2 3 
Mainstream Classes (classes you attended 
with non-program students): 1 2 3 
Social Skills Development and 
Positive Behavioral System: 1 2 3 
Adventure Programming Activities: 1 2 3 
Counseling and Mental Health Services: 1 2 3 
Community Service Learning Opportunities: 1 2 3 
Career Development Education / 
Vocational Training: 1 2 3 








7. What kind of services or programs do you wish had been available to you? 
8. Were there some program activities or features that you would have gotten more out of 
if they had been presented or “packaged” differently? How might those activities be 
presented more effectively? 
Over 
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9. Please rate each of the classes and program activities you participated in that has 
helped you since you left high school: 
RATING SCALE 
Not Helpful Very Helpful Not Aware 
Academic work in the program 
(self-contained classes - English, Math, etc): 1 2 3 4 5 
Mainstream Classes (classes you attended 
with non-program students): 1 2 3 4 5 
Social Skills Development and 
Positive Behavioral System: 1 2 3 4 5 
Adventure Programming Activities: 1 2 3 4 5 
Counseling and Mental Health Services: 1 2 3 4 5 
Community Service Learning Opportunities: 1 2 3 4 5 
Career Development Education / 
Vocational Training: 1 2 3 4 5 
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APPENDIX C 
HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
Doctoral Form D-7B 
Ron Stahley 
Concentration: Educational Policy, Research and Administration 
Proposed Study: A Study of Programs Serving Students with Emotional or Behavioral 
Disorders (E/BD) 
Please answer the following questions: 
1. How will human participants be used? Fourteen former high school students 
with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) will be interviewed to examine their 
perceptions of E/BD program effectiveness. 
2. How have you ensured that the rights and welfare of the human participants 
will be adequately protected? Participants will know that their participation in 
the study is voluntary and their identity will be protected through the use of 
pseudonyms. There are no risks or deception to the subjects. 
3. How will you provide information about your research methodology to the 
participants involved? Each participant will receive a packet with the study 
description, informed consent letter, and interview questions. 
4. How will you obtain the informed voluntary consent of the human 
participants or their legal guardians? Please attach a copy of your consent 
form. Each participant is 18 years old or older. Consent letters will be distributed 
through individual meetings with participants and consent letters will be returned 
with signatures before interviews begin. 
5. How will you protect the identity and/or confidentiality of your participants? 
The identity of each participant will be protected through the use of pseudonyms in 




DATA COLLECTION TIMETABLE 
Action Involves Date 
Make initial contact for this research project Program 
Directors 
December, 2004 













Schedule interviews 14 Students June 2005 - 
March 2006 
Follow-up verification Program staff 
and employers 
2006-07 
Data Collection - labeling data from field notes and 
interview transcription 
Sept 2005 - 
March 2006 
Data Analysis - identify developing themes and 
emerging categories 
March 2006 - 
Dec 2007 
Trustworthiness Procedures Peer Debriefers August 2005 - 
April 2006 
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